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ONE

Something white’s lying on the shore as I cross the last ridge of shingle. Seagulls rise as I trudge towards it. I’d walk on if I could be sure that it was merely a salt-bleached log, but I can’t simply turn away. The ground slips and a bigger wave breaks over my knees. A hand flails, limbs unravel, bubbles glitter, and a human face stares up from the retreating sea, masked with weed.

I grab a hand, an arm. A sudden backwash almost claims us, then, in a heave, I and the body are free. I look around. Splinters of dawn light part the clouds, but there’s nothing else here along this shore but me, this man and the grey Atlantic. There are bruises, scratches, gouges, beneath the stripes of weeds which cover him, but otherwise he’s naked. And he’s obviously young, clearly male, and still alive— if barely. I struggle to turn him over and attempt to pump the water from his lungs, but already I’m exhausted. He struggles against me and blinks.

“Who are you?”

He blinks again.

“Where are you from?”

The blued lips shape to say something, then he vomits up the sea.

Arm in arm, we stagger towards the cliffs. The many steps which ascend to my house from beside the boathouse are of age-corroded concrete. I really should lay him here out of reach of the sea and hurry alone up to Morryn—I should alert the relevant authorities. Instead, his weight drags my shoulders as we climb together and the disappointed gulls swoop. His bare feet, as they stub and blunder, begin to bleed.

At last, we reach the chimneys of Morryn. We struggle up the sloped lawn, I stab my fingers at the controls on the front door, then we slump dripping into the hall. Where to put him? I have a bedroom upstairs which I reserve for the guests who never come, but I can’t face another climb, so it has to be the music room. I kick open the door, then make a final lunge towards the red divan just as the weight of his body begins to topple me.

Buffeted by weary waves of pain, I collapse on the chair beside my desk. Consciousness fades. When it returns, the figure is still sprawled across the divan. No, he’s not a ghost, for there are dribbles of seawater across the rugs, and he’s brought with him the smells of the shore. It did happen. His eyes are closed. A fallen hand twitches. It’s stuck with fragments of shell, and the nails are cracked and chipped. Even allowing for the damage of our journey up those steps, his feet also look sore and abraded. Is all of this just from rocks and shingle? Standing up, I cross the littered rugs to examine him more closely. His skin has mostly shed the stripes and tangles of weed. It’s blued with bruises, criss-crossed with scratches, greyed and reddened with many small abrasions, although underneath it seems softly, uniformly, goldenly, pale. His muscles are well-developed. His hair, both on his head and his groin, is drying to a darkish blonde. He could be a drowned Greek god.

“David, is that your name?”

The eyes flicker in a wet glint.

“Can you hear me…?” 

A trailing leg moves. He’s looking up at me now, but the gaze is barely focused. Muscles rope in a spasm, then he falls back. When the eyes slip closed again, I sense that he’s shutting me off. In another moment, the breathing has slowed. The eyeballs flicker. He seems to be asleep…

Leaving him, I close and lean against the music room door. My senses blur. Just what am I doing? I’m soaked, stuck with the bits of shore and weed he’s sloughed off on our journey. I, too, wish I could sleep, escape…But I head instead for the laundry cupboard. The house implement which airs and presses my linen extends its silvery limbs as I reach to scoop up towels and blankets, but I bat it away, then struggle with arms full to get the music room door open again. Inside, the automatic piano shines its wooden sail, filled with the morning which floods through the wide bay windows. Why did I choose to put him in this of all rooms, where everything is so personal, so much a part of me? These walls lean with awards, gold disks, rare scraps of manuscript, antique concert programs, images of my husband Claude conducting the world’s great orchestras. The floor is strewn with family photos, old CDs, scraps of image, my children’s crayon drawings. My desk is a shrine piled high with the past. My Guarneri violin lies waiting in its case. All I am is here—everything that I could find, anyway. Yet now I’ve brought in this stranger…

My hands are trembling as I cover my drowned man with blankets. He certainly isn’t starved and—despite all these many small wounds—he looks almost heartbreakingly perfect. His body hasn’t been distorted or changed in the way that so many are nowadays either, and his penis is plump and jaunty despite the cold. He simply is what he is: human, young, living, male. I’d forgotten how beautiful people can be in this pure animal state. His hand no longer twitches. As I lift his head to place a towel under it, he gives a small smile.

My mind circles the obvious point. This is far from the first time bodies have been found washed up along these Cornish shores. There always have been wrecks and drownings, and the refugee ships and dirigibles of all the recent diasporas often crash or sink when they are intercepted by the guardian subs and drones. And refugees are often male and young, just as they have always been. What happens to them if they are captured alive? Sent back, I suppose, to the droughts of Africa, the sink cities of Southern Europe…

Outside the music room’s windows, the segmented sky and horizon remain empty. There are no ships, aircraft, or visible automata. Perhaps he’s nothing more than an early-morning swimmer, caught by cramp or an unexpected current? But in that case, desperate relatives would already be searching for him. And if they were, drones and flitters would also be crawling and scanning the beach. People are easy to find now, at least the ones who are fortunate enough to live in these parts. We radiate like beacons to the waymarks which help protect our boundaries. If he were a local yachtsman heading out from Fowey or Mevagissey or Penzance, or pleasure-seeker, or cliffside walker, or merely a skinny-dipping tourist caught out by this treacherous sea, he would have been rescued long before I found him.

I study his face, trying to fix the features. Trying, as well, to remember what racial stereotype we are supposed to fear in this new century. Dispossessed Americans? Maoris? But those bogeymen lie in other decades. Now, people can make themselves look like anything. They can change their colour, re-arrange their genes. I risk raising the blankets again to check that he’s breathing. He is—and everything else is still there.

Dawn has long passed. Beyond the windows lie ambered clouds, skeins of blue. Today will be cloudy-bright. It will be sunny and rainy. There will be calm and storm. Typically Cornish late summer weather, for these, my last Cornish days. My stomach rumbles. By now, I should have coaxed coffee and croissants from the implements within the glass claw of the new kitchen, and gone through my monitoring routines and taken the palliative medicines which are supposed to control my symptoms, and then started my daily practise on my violin. And then, and then—for I was determined that I would make a proper stab, a real start, at arranging my memories—I would begin to go over the strew of objects which covers my desk and froths from its half-jammed drawers. My head spins as I ease myself back into the chair. I’ve never been a great one for throwing things away, but it’s not like me to exist in quite this level of clutter. But what else can I do? What other choice is there?

This house, these thick granite walls, have absorbed the sighs and screams of birth and death and every other kind of memory for the best part of four hundred years. For Morryn, it really is the start of just another day. I slide open drawers. Holiday seashells, ancient CDs, dried out pens, a single earring, my first tuning fork, datasticks and gimcrack souvenirs, all slide and roll. Here’s a postcard Mum once sent me from Delhi. Tilt it at the right angle, hold it close enough to your ear, and it still activates; you can hear the murmur of traffic, smell jasmine and garbage, taste the dust of that lost city. Here’s the red plastic shoe of a Barbie doll. Here’s a note from Claude, scrawled in that big, elegant handwriting, which probably once came with a gift. And floating above this desk is the screen of the thing which I still think of as a computer, although it has no physical frame. Activate it, and I could wade even deeper into memory: access old school reports which Dad once hand-scanned into a computer in one of his attempts at orderliness—Roseanna (the teachers often misspelt my name) is a very lively child. When she settles to a task, however…— half-corrupted e-mails, videos of birthday parties, multisense recordings, and a near endless variety of my and Claude’s performances. It’s all there, waiting. But where to start? This is my life, yet it’s far too much for me to cope with.

I’m dying. The thought still comes as a cold shock. I feel ridiculous, disappointed and—yes—angry. After all, I’m barely a hundred, and I certainly hadn’t planned that my recent concerts would be my last. I put my surprising weariness down to a punishing schedule—for touring and performing is always hard work. In the space of just two months, I gave twenty-one chamber recitals and fifteen concert performances across the globe. I watched the earth vanish and the stars appear through the windows of a dozen shuttles. People, I was gratified to discover, still wanted to hear Roushana Maitland’s fabulous tone, which was once famously described as being as clear as the noonday sun glinting on an iceberg. I played my violin, and the music remained immortal, and so, I thought, was I. I saved the tremors, the dizzy spells, the fuzzy vision, the inexplicable bouts of sobbing, for hotel rooms, then dressed and went out to dine in the world’s best restaurants with new and rediscovered acquaintances, both virtual and real. Once, a wineglass fell. Sometimes, I forgot names. In Prague, I was unable to find my way back to my dressing room from the stage, but all these things are hardly the sole prerogative of the elderly. That was what I truly believed.

There was New Jakarta. There was Bangalore—and a forced over-night stay and listening to the hum of some environmental device as toxic rain battered my hotel window. Then came Sydney, and that last triumphant encore, and a late meal and an even later party. When the door to my hotel suite finally kissed itself shut, I was no longer sure whether I felt happy or sad that my tour was at an end. Basically, I was nostalgically drunk, and my ablutions before I climbed onto the bed and willed it and the world to stop rotating were perfunctory. No surprise, then, that it should be almost noon by the time I awakened, nor that I should have a blazing thirst. But my bed felt clammy. At first, the sensation wasn’t unpleasant. In fact, I smiled through my headache as I remembered the lost times my daughter Maria had climbed stealthily into my bed and I’d been awoken by this same wetness and smell. Only then did I realise.

Back here, back in Fowey, I made a discreet appointment. I told no one, least of all my children Edward and Maria—and who else is there left to tell? The machines at the clinic sniffed and tutted at me for being the living, breathing anachronism I’ve wilfully become. And if some special implant or enhancement really would sort out the problems with my sight and this bladder complaint, then, well, I supposed I’d grudgingly submit…But I knew something was more seriously amiss when a real, human, doctor entered the bright room. His face was professionally grave as he asked me to sit down.

There are other clinics. Not those which deal with the merely living, but which cater for the nearly dead. In my hurried researches, I found that they are often housed in old buildings which this new century has emptied of their intended purpose. Banks. Churches—the un-firebombed ones, anyway. Once-modern government offices which have escaped the concrete virus. Museums as well. But they all seem so solid now. They make a statement even before you enter them, and that statement echoes as you click along refurbished halls. It shines in the brass plaques which catch your face as you glance into them, amazed to find yourself finally here.

The company I chose to cheat death with, although they would never have used that term, has centres in most of the world’s major capitals, as well as a conveniently local—but not too local—office in Bodmin. I was basically anonymous—music only gives you a certain kind of fame—and I submitted to old-fashioned interviews with real people, and rigorous mental and medical assessments, and to group sessions with others of the soon-to-pass. We sat awkwardly in our circles of soft-backed chairs beneath marble heads and goldlists of dignitaries long gone. Death, we were assured, is no longer a final barrier. Life can continue. You can continue. It doesn’t require faith, and it certainly doesn’t need God. Effort yes, and a little self discipline, and then some money. But what is there which doesn’t need those things? Some of us penitents were far older than I was; shuffling landcrabs in their protective wires and carapaces. Some were younger. Some were plainly seriously ill. There was even one child.

I booked myself in for the necessary procedure in mid-August, almost exactly three weeks after my last performance in Sydney, and I wished it were sooner, and worried that I’d left it too late. I almost ran towards the granite pillars of Bodmin’s old public hall on the allotted morning, and I was so relieved when the arms of the couch finally closed around me that I scarcely felt afraid. Then I breathed the smell of burnt bone as the crystal seed of my immortality whined its way into my skull.

I kept saying to myself—it was my mantra—that none of this was particularly strange. After all, the dead have long been with us. For centuries, their faces have stared down at us from paintings, and then those paintings became photographs, and the photographs became strips of image, and those images began to move. Soon, the dead were speaking to us from the horns of gramophones; they hovered in the dark of cinemas until they migrated into the glass screens we kept within our homes, and those screens grew cleverer and more reactive until the glass which separated us from their far side began to dissolve. The crystal fields expanded and we, the living, stepped in—or the dead, the passed, have drifted out.

Memories, I’ve been told, are crucial. Memories are what you are. Forget your worries about what you will become—that will take place anyway—surround yourself instead with things which are important to you, even if they are painful. Submerge yourself in time. Swim in it. Drown. Well, I’m doing that now, sitting at this desk.

My elbows slide. My fingers tremble through brittle hair. Already, the sun is surprisingly high, pushing through the clouds, catching in lazy flashes across the edges of the waves. I can’t just sit here. I can’t just wait. I have to do something. I can’t simply die. I used to know a composer— I used to know many composers, but this was Karl Nordinger—who once told me that the answer to any problem is always there, right in front of you. But what does that mean now, sitting at this desk, in this room, with this man I’ve rescued—how can any of this ever make any kind of sense?

Shoving things aside, I notice something silvery lying beneath a balled-up Chanel scarf. The stuff we leave behind. A Sony Seashell, a long-defunct kind of personal music player, regards me with its shattered eye. When did I last listen to you? When did you last work? I work open a drawer, shoving the object down beneath reams of staved paper in a kind of burial, but something else blocks the way as I strain to slide the drawer back in. Reaching in and around, I find the culprit and haul it out. An old Smith Kendon barley sugar sweet tin—the sort they used to sell in petrol stations and motorway service areas for those endless journeys people once took in their hand-driven cars. Somehow, tossed aside but never quite thrown away, it’s made it across all these years as far as Morryn. The round, bronzy lid resists the scrabble of my feeble fingers, then gives. Flashing with fragile light, it exhales a salty, herby smell.


TWO

Everybody does it, sis. You know that smell you sometimes get in the front room on Sunday mornings after Mum and Dad have had people round? It’s because they’ve been smoking dope…”

Leo and I were sprawled on a rug beneath the withered cherry tree in our back garden one hot summer afternoon. I’d been mimicking my brother’s lazy monosyllabism, his arms behind-the-head pose, as we gazed up at the splintered sky. Now, I had to turn. He chuckled.

“You knew that, didn’t you? Don’t you remember that time you came downstairs and Mum couldn’t stop laughing when she carried you back up?”

Not that I did remember, but I didn’t particularly doubt what he was saying either. It fitted some of the evidence. Windows open when it was raining. A dim memory of candlelit adult faces beaming at me through an odd dinner party haze. And yes, that smell, which I’d always thought of as pleasantly homely; like our old Hessian doormat, or bonfire smoke.

“There’s no harm in it, you know. Some doctors prescribe it to help with neural diseases.”

Calmly, I stroked the dry grass beside the rug. “It’s a bit deceitful, isn’t it? To do something without admitting…?”

“That’s what parents are for.” Leo chuckled again. “Dad even gave me his be careful about drugs talk a few years back—you’re probably due the same one soon. He admitted to what he called experimenting himself back in his student days, but that was about as far as it went. You know the top of the unit in the kitchen by the fondue set?

That’s where they used to keep their stash. I even nicked some for myself a couple of times, but then it got moved, and Mum said something about people having rights to privacy although she didn’t have the nerve to say what she really meant. So Leo’s a good boy now. Leo always gets his own.”

This was less of a surprise—my brother was, after all, seventeen— although I felt the same sense of privilege I always did when he shared something of his world with me. Despite the times we spent together, I felt that he existed at some indefinable distance from me, living a life which was bigger and more interesting. He often had a look of a deep but secret amusement in his eyes. He had it now.

“Tell you what. It’s about time you tried…”

Already, he was standing up, and I gazed at the redbrick walls which surrounded our garden as he ambled towards the house. We were entirely alone. By nature, I was a conformist, but, like all conformists, I secretly wanted to break my own rules. And I was, after all, a child of the twenty first century. And Leo was my brother. And it was only dope.

He re-emerged with a tinkling jug of orange juice, along with a tin which had once held Smith Kendon boiled sweets. I wiped off condensation and poured out juice, pretending an absorbed disinterest as Leo unfurled a leaf of cigarette paper and snapped a steel lighter and crumbled some brown stuff. He ran his tongue along the edge of the paper and twisted it at the tip. He sneezed.

“This isn’t one of my finer efforts.”

Shrugging as if I’d seen better, I gulped the juice.

“Sis, do you know what this’ll do to you?”

“It’ll make me feel a bit happy…a little giddy.”

“Glad they’re teaching you something at school. Move over…” Shuffling back onto the rug, he snapped the lighter a few more times. It gave off pleasantly petroly tang. “You know you don’t have to do this? I’ll get into all sorts of trouble if you tell anyone—especially Mum and Dad. But some friend of yours is going to offer you this soon enough now, and you’ll know what to expect, and whether to say yes or no. Have you heard of Bill Clinton, Roushana? Never mind; the trick is to inhale…”

The paper glowed and cracked. Warm, sweet smoke rolled from his lips. “It’s not like sucking lemonade through a straw. Pretend you’re simply breathing. Pretend this is air…”

I leaned forward, mouth agape, and I felt the papery nudge of the joint against my lips. As if it was air, as if I was diving, I sucked it in with a great inwards sweep, and something exploded within me. I rocked back, gasping, and clamped a glass of orange to my lips. Juice shot out from my nose and ran across my brother’s arm.

“Hey!” Leo was laughing, and I was laughing as well, as he wiped himself on a corner of the rug, and took another drag. This time the smoke vanished within him for so long that I thought it would never emerge, and I longed to do better when he finally offered it back to me. I tried to let the smoke fall into my mouth, but most of it still erupted, and by then the joint, the roach (for these terms seemed to arrive inside my head along with the smoke) was so ruined that Leo had to unpick what was left and start again. But I was already lying back, letting the cherry tree spin about me. Thinking—this is what this feels like; whatever this is.

I don’t know how much marijuana smoke I actually inhaled that summer afternoon. The day was so still, the air so pooled within the walled heat of our garden, that breathing and being there with Leo was probably enough. Someone had started up a mower a few houses off and a tiny plane was making its way from bough to bough across the solid blue. I thought of the people up there in that long silver tube. When the mower paused, I expected them to fall.

Then, and with a dope-croak to his voice, Leo began to talk about the future. How Mars would cease to hang red in the sky and turn verdant green, and Venus would shift from white to oceanic blue. Soon, long steel ships will dart from existence to existence, probability to probability, world to wondrous world. It’s there for us, Sis, waiting ahead in this century in which we’re so lucky to have been born. Leo certainly knew that such visions were already outdated, but that didn’t matter: what mattered on that afternoon was the dream, and the way he said you and I, Sis. What mattered was lying beside my brother on that frayed rug, and I think that Leo, for all his drawling know-it-allness, really did imagine then that the world was a place of endless possibility, a ripe fruit which he would soon reach out to possess.

The afternoon unfurled. My face felt stiff from dried-up orange juice and too much smiling. Every blade of grass grew a shadow like the tiny flecks of stubble I could see on my brother’s chin, and I was studying our hands, the smallness and Indian-brownness of my own against Leo’s knuckly shades of Anglo-Saxon pale, when I heard the boom of the front door, and someone calling his name. Unmistakably, it was his girlfriend Blythe Munro’s voice, and was that not a small sigh of irritation which escaped from Leo’s bitten underlip as he cleared the wreckage of our spent joint and squeezed down the lid of his Smith Kendon tin?

“Out here!” he shouted, but Blythe was already unshouldering her cello case at the French windows, then saying Hi Roushana as if she was surprised to find me here.

“Been busy, eh?” Her mouth made an effort to smile as her eyes took in the litter of paper and ash. “You did say I should look in…?”

“Sure.” I watched the way Leo stood up, how he kissed Blythe’s cheek, and the motherly way she ruffled his hair. She was already a maturely beautiful young woman—in fact, it was hard to imagine that she’d ever been truly young. She smiled at me, looking as cool in a fresh white tee-shirt, billowy peasant dress and crisp new espadrilles as the day was hot. She jingled her keys as she weighed them in the cup of her hand. Blythe already had a car of her own, and not some battered banger, but little jelly-mould-shaped bit of the future in its own right, with seats which remembered who you were, and which, even then, virtually drove itself.

Unpeeling myself from my shadow, I crossed the lawn to join them as they set up music stands and opened the piano in the dining room. Even in the middle of a summer holiday, music was something I took for granted; it was simply what we did. Leo was on a music scholarship to King Edward’s, whilst Blythe was studying at the private girl’s school next door. They both played in the joint Music Society, and were also involved in the Birmingham Conservatoire and many of the other bands, projects, weekends, summer schools, recitals and contests into which the young and musically talented were then drawn. They were currently working on a performance of the Brahms First Cello Sonata for a concert at the Barber Institute and I, as was often the case, was page-turner. Of course, and as Leo quickly pointed out, Blythe should have memorised the piece by now, but it was plain as she hesitated over the first slow counterpoint when he began the languorous melody on the piano that she wasn’t there yet. Despite my vague hostility towards her, I think Blythe welcomed my presence at these rehearsals. Leo’s brilliance in music was brittle. He’d leap up in mid-bar to demonstrate how she should be accomplishing a tricky sequence of fingering. Not that Blythe wasn’t a good cellist, but you could tell from the brisk way Leo approached her instrument that he knew he could have bettered her with no more than a few months of study. At least, that was how we felt.

And that was how Leo was: competent at most things, with brilliance never that far away in any of them. But that in itself was a frustration to him. Yes, he could play the Brahms and probably a hundred other main-repertoire piano pieces to near-performance standard. Yes, he’d won awards and had a scholarship to one of Birmingham’s most expensive schools and had once performed in front of Ashkenazy, but he remained far from sure whether he even wanted to be a professional musician, and what road he might take if he did, or if the piano was his main instrument. He loved jazz. He doodled with popular tunes. He’d switch in one practice session from Bach to Chopin to Bill Evans, and never quite finish any of the pieces, and then plug the midi into the computer and work on something of his own.

This was the world which you entered when you got involved with my brother and music, and I sometimes wondered in my pre-teenage way whether Blythe only pushed herself this hard with the cello in an attempt to please him. And here I was—sitting with them: a small but slightly stoned gooseberry, and self-nominated page-turner. The French windows were open, but the air inside refused to move, and even Blythe lost something of her fresh-picked coolness as the same tricksy upwards phrase on bar thirty eight was endlessly repeated. After an hour or so of this, I was more than happy to scurry into the kitchen to make up some of Leo’s special sandwiches—thick white bread mattressing layers of corn chips glued in mayonnaise.

Leo ate, but he wouldn’t stop playing. He chomped and sneezed and blew his nose and cannoned at the piano as I turned the pages whilst Blythe sipped a can of Diet Pepsi and the sky pooled in darker patches around the chimneys and aerials outside. Sometimes, we’d finish these rehearsals with an easier piece to which I could make my own contribution on three-quarters violin. I lost the beat as often as I found it at the tempo they played, but the specialness of making music with Blythe and Leo more than compensated. There were even times when, for just a few bars, I would get that tightrope sense of being possessed by the melody. But such moments were short-lived—the very realisation that they were happening was enough to make me fluff my notes—and they didn’t come at all that day.

Without warning, Leo stopped in mid-phrase on an intended final run-through. Blythe slid to a halt a moment after, her lips jutting in wounded anticipation, but he was already pushing past us, muttering something we didn’t quite catch, although the explanation became clear as we heard the raised latch of the outside toilet which lay beyond the kitchen. The door to this Victorian relic only went three-quarters up, and the sounds of my brother voiding his bowels were unmistakable. Thoughtfully, Blythe drew a few long notes from her cello. I, meanwhile, re-considered the supposed effects of corn chips and dope.

“Sorry about that,” he said when he returned. “No more sandwiches…” He attempted a laugh. “Anyway. Where were we?”

But the session never really got started again. Leo, for whom everything had to be perfect, was too distracted and Blythe was far better at being solicitous and sympathetic than I was. Why, she’d been this way herself a week or so before. Summer flu—it was going the rounds. He’d probably even caught it from her…

The evening thickened. Mum and Dad returned from the teachers’ union conference they’d been attending, and Blythe headed off in her clever little car towards the gates and fences which were then already starting to enclose Edgbaston’s Calthorpe Estate. Forgotten, tired, sticky, I drifted out into the back garden. In those days, in that lost summer of that lost century, scarcely any stars hung above Birmingham, there was so much light and smog. The French windows still hung open, and it seemed for a moment that Leo and Blythe and I could still be playing inside. Not struggling in fits and starts through the Brahms, but making music which shaped itself like the cool flow of a midnight river. I could almost hear that lovely, inexpressible sound over the boom of next door’s television and the drone of evening traffic on the Alcester Road.

Something clattered as I stooped to pick up the forgotten rug we’d left beneath the cherry tree. It rolled, shining, towards the pale solar lanterns which hung around the borders of the garden like marsh ghosts. I smiled as I picked it up.

Leo’s bedroom light wasn’t on when I went upstairs, but I knew that he’d still be awake.

“There.” Sisterly-proud, I plonked the Smith Kendon tin down on the bed where he was lying in semi-darkness. “Saved your bacon.”

“Yours as well.” Rolling over, he slid out the bottom drawer of his bedside cabinet and shoved it into the hidden space beneath.

“I’d just tell Mum and Dad you made me do it.”

“And I’d say it was all part of your education, which is exactly right.”

Leo’s room was at the front of the house, near to a sodium-yellow streetlamp which splattered plane-leaf shadows across his thin curtains, and his face had a sweaty gleam as he lay there. Seeing the stubble of his chin, I remembered the pinprick shadows of the lawn, the different colours and shapes of our hands…

“Thanks, anyway,” I said.

“For what?” 

I shrugged. 

“You know, Sis, what I was saying this afternoon—it’s not really true.”

“You mean dope really can harm you?”

He gave a chuckling sigh. “I mean, what I said about the future. I was wrong. The future isn’t something waiting ahead of us any longer. We’re living it. It’s with us. It’s everything. It’s here.”

So this was the future, and the future was Leo seemingly recovering from his stomach upset after a few days, and then me and Dad going down with the same thing. It was trips to the chemist, a stink in the toilets, and the washing machine grinding through endless sheets, and all of us getting better, although Leo seemed to find it harder than the rest of us did to shake it off.

And the future was going to Ikea on a weekend soon after to get a new uplighter for the lounge, and the future was queuing for hours on the gridlocked M5 with Dad turning on the heater fan as the engine of his battered Renault threatened to boil whilst Leo sat beside me in the back, sweating and complaining as he stifled ugly-smelling burps. We finally returned home through the ozone evening with no uplighter, but several boxes of glass tumblers, many pot plants, a ridiculously huge wall clock, and a tinkling mountain of all the different varieties of light bulbs which were somehow then needed. There were so many things in that lost world. Our house overflowed with Dad’s old tapes, records and CDs, and Mum’s ornaments, and both of their books and magazines, and all of our musical impedimenta, and my and Leo’s many toys, which we never played with, but still regarded with totemic reverence.

As Leo’s unwellness continued through that hot, irritable summer, we found ourselves drawn into closer contact with both sets of grandparents. I remember the arrival of vivid trays of Indian sweets and gelid pots of restorative Irish stew, and the absent pinching of my cheek before the prow of my grandmothers’ bosomy attention was steered towards Leo. Not that he was really ill, and the performance of the Brahms with Blythe and several other events still went ahead, but there was this thing, this bug, this stomach virus, a kind of summer flu or mild enteritis, which he was admittedly finding it difficult to shake.

We even spent our usual hot fortnight in one of those long, tin rectangles, named the Clarion or the Belviour which basked in lines in an arid park beside beaches in southern France. Neater versions of the post-Yellowstone refugee camps of twenty or thirty years later, they were stuffed with smaller and more temporary versions of all the things we had in our own homes. Wine glasses, 6, frying pan, 1, corkscrew… I remember how I would work through the laminated inventory on the day of our arrival in the hope that I might catch a missing toilet brush or tea caddy, delaying the moment when I would have to walk the aisles between the gas bombs to face the obligatory space of playground sand where the other kids hung out. Mum might heedlessly sunbathe and ignore the glances which people gave her as they flip-flopped beside the waves, but I was just a kid, and often as not one of the few children on the site who looked remotely Asian. Mum’s father Ram Ashar had come over to England from Gujarat the late 1950s in the search of a new life and a decent wage, taking a variety of menial jobs until he was able to set up a moderately thriving jewellers in Handsworth and bring over his new wife. Dad’s family were of immigrant stock as well, but from a different century—Irish, and Catholic. The way things had worked out, Leo looked very much like his father, and I looked like my mother. The listless swinging on car tyres would stop as the red here-for-a-week faces of the other kids who inhabited these resolutely Anglo-Saxon enclaves of those holiday parks turned to regard me. What are you doing here? They didn’t have say it; the question was already in my head. Often as not, I’d end up wandering the fenced pines with the sole Afro girl or the Chinese boy who’d been similarly marooned on this sunny outpost of England. Then, as at home, I’d wait for Leo to return from his book, his guitar, or the admiring crowd he was always good at attracting and rescue me. But on that last summer we spent on one of those French holiday parks, he felt unwell, and mostly sat alone.

Back in Moseley, trudging home under contrailed skies from my local comprehensive at the start of the autumn term, I’d often find my brother still sitting at the computer in his pyjamas, or banging harshly at the piano, or sometimes not even out of bed. Then, one day, I discovered Mum, who was normally out doing locum teaching, on her knees in the kitchen surrounded by sodden newspapers and wilting boxes of pizza as she defrosted the freezer.

“Roushana…” She looked up with a frown, wooden spatula in one hand and hair dryer in the other as she attempted to prise out another sheet of ice. “I’ve been trying to ring you. Why didn’t you turn on your phone? Leo’s…” She studied the pooling ice. “He’s had to go into hospital. It’s nothing serious—just tests, this thing that’s been troubling him.” She tugged at her tied-back hair. “Heaven knows why I started this. Look—will you help me put it all back. Then we can go and see him…”

Silently, solemnly, we re-stacked the leaking packs of ready meals, then set out through the interminable urban rush hour. Always a healthy child, I’d never visited a hospital before, and was astonished that illness should be such a huge industry. The corridors rolled on and on. Wards. Signposts. Lifts. A thousand swinging doors. People in wheelchairs and people on crutches. The nurses wore masks. Dire warnings of imminent epidemics flashed on the posters, and there were brazen glimpses under poorly arranged sheets of flesh, plastic and steel brownly encrusted with blood.

Leo was sitting up, and looking cheery, for all that he, too, had a tube running down into him arm from a crystalline sack which dangled above his bed. He and Dad, who’d travelled with him in the ambulance, both commented on the speed in which the treatments and investigations were proceeding. He had a room to himself, as well, which, along with the double doors with a code which you had to press to get through, I took at first as nothing more than the Health Service’s acknowledgement of my brother’s outstanding abilities.

Dad went back home through the traffic to collect all the things which Mum and I had forgotten, whilst Mum headed out along the corridors in search of a doctor, leaving Leo and I alone. As was often the case recently, we seemed to have little to say to each other. Still, the room was high in one of hospital’s towers, giving a fine view across the gardens and golf courses of autumnal Edgbaston, and Leo twisted around to look out from the big metal frame of his bed as we debated whether we could see the house where Blythe’s parents lived, and silently urged her expected arrival—her cool, lineney sense of calm…

Then we fell silent, and it was in that awkward moment, and more wanting to fill the alarming emptiness which had settled between us as the hospital resounded with distant clangs and booms than out of any real desire, that I said something to Leo which changed my life.

“I’ve been wondering,” I said, “if I could get a bit better at playing the violin. I mean…” I made a clumsy, dismissive gesture. “Not that I could ever get to be as good as you are. Or Blythe. But I’d like to improve. And I thought perhaps you could help me.”

Leo considered this. He made a slight raise of his chin. “We might as well,” he said, “begin now.”

I should have known. Asking Leo for his opinion on anything to do with music was like unstoppering a dam, and he was already deep into describing to me how practise was nothing, practise was worthless, unless you’d planned and understood, when Blythe finally arrived, laden with flowers, and also a brand-new Sony Seashell music player. This expensive gift was already filled with all of Leo’s favourite music, and he strung its silver chain around his neck, played with it for a while, then pressed the tiny transmission stud to the lump of bone just behind my ear, and glorious music poured in. That, Sis, is exactly what I expect from you! We all laughed.

Was I any good at that time? Did I have an ear? Did I have a crumb of talent? Music was certainly an activity we all enjoyed and took for granted in our household, but Leo’s gift was something else. It had been there from the first moment Mum sung to him and he’d gurgled back to her from his cot, and when Dad sat him on his lap before the piano when he was barely two and he prodded the notes he’d just seen played. There was never any question of them forcing him in the way that those ghastly parents with their maths and tennis prodigies then used to do. Not to allow Leo to develop his musical skills would have been like denying him the ability to walk. I, on the other hand, was as moderately competent at music as I was at most things. Mum might praise my screeching scales in much the same way she’d stick my pictures on the fridge, but I knew that I was an average child, and in that knowledge I, who stood out in other ways because of my racial mix, remained averagely happy.

Leo must have already known that I had no great musical gifts, when, back from hospital with several bruises on his arm and a whole new battery of tablets to take and a blotchily photocopied restrictive diet to adhere to, he sat me down and told me to put away my violin—which was a cheap thing in any case, coated in brittle plastic and with an equally brittle tone—and simply listen. Progress was slow. There were still no great new leaps, no sudden agilities of my awkward fingers, or a miraculously acquired perfect pitch. What there was instead, what mattered to me most, was a chance to spend time with my brother.

Despite his illness, Leo somehow contrived to keep up most of his attendance at King Edwards. This, after all, was the year of his A-levels when all the decisions which then so dogged bright children had to be made. Music, English or Modern History? A combined or single degree? The Royal Academy, or Durham, or possibly Oxford? Then there were the grants and bursaries to be fought over if he and my parents weren’t to be burdened with a huge bill. Then there was all the revision, practice, study. Amazing, really, that Leo found time for me at all. But at least Blythe, who was faced with similar studies and decisions, had decided that she would not longer concentrate on the cello. She was, she now admitted, unlikely to be able to make a career out of music. She had also, the thought occurred to me, found other ways of pleasing Leo.

Each evening, I would gauge whether Leo was at home when I returned from school by checking to see if his bedroom window was open or closed, and it had been shut on the hot autumn afternoon when I was sent home early from school after another bomb alert, and it simply hadn’t occurred to me that he might be in as I threw off my blazer and headed upstairs. My reaction to the sound which came from beyond his door was of some small disturbance—a mouse, perhaps; we’d had them before—so I headed straight in as I’d never have done if it had occurred to me that that he was in there, and least of all if I’d known that Blythe was with him as well. But there they both were, entirely naked on the bed in the unaired heat of his sun-facing room. Of course, I already knew they had sex. In that dying liberal age, my parents had made it plain to me that there were times when my brother and his girlfriend were not to be disturbed. Sex was one thing, but it was quite another to find Blythe crouching down over my brother in quite the way that she was. Blythe un-crouched and hooked a strand of hair from her mouth and her arm moved towards her breasts whilst Leo attempted to cover himself, but by then I was already slamming the door and running down the stairs.

They both came down soon afterwards as I sat hugging my knees and staring at the cartoons on the television to explain how it was entirely their fault, that they should have warned me they were in the house. But this was the future, and everything was part of it in that strange, unsettling autumn, and especially the music to which Leo introduced me. We explored the Bach Partitas. He played them for me on guitar or piano. He found key performances. All I had to do was listen. Leo had thinned somewhat by then. He’d turned gracefully gaunt and his skin, his breath, his whole presence, felt hot if you were close to him. He’d grown his hair longer, as well, and he looked like Chopin as he tossed back his locks and unravelled—it’s here, Sis, can’t you see?—the notes for me across the keyboard with his fine, quick hands. Meanwhile, our house had become a small battlefield in the war against whatever it was that afflicted him, with different towels for us all onto which Mum had sewn labels, constant warnings about washing hands and a permanent reek of disinfectant, but this was my escape, my way of being with my brother, and if I had not yet learned how to play music, I was at least learning how to hear it. He’d lent me that Seashell which Blythe had bought him. All the warhorse romantic concertos—the Mendelssohn and the Brahms and Elgar and the Sibelius and the Bruch—were new to me, and they were thrilling to listen to as I hunched home from school against the booming wind, alone with all the other rain-slick figures but knowing that Leo was with me amid those yearning orchestras.

Christmas loomed. Leo had another short spell in hospital, pre-planned this time, and there were more tests, and the postponement of others which, seeing as at least two girls in my class were suffering from what seemed like the same thing, he was on an ever-lengthening waiting list to undergo. He didn’t come with us when we went to Christmas dinner at Mum’s parents because Mum, anticipating the fuss there would be about his special diet, had decided it would be better if he spent the spend the day with Blythe’s parents instead. I remember how the snow had fallen that year in incredible, world-stopping, heaps; how Birmingham, even Handsworth, looked beautiful on that slow and steamed-up journey, the houses transformed by white eyebrows and stalactite eaves.

Nan Ashar didn’t bother to hide her disappointment that her grandson hadn’t come, and could only manage a cursory pinch of my cheek as she filled the doorway of her terraced house. Like most Indians, the Ashars had accepted Christmas as just another festival, and plump Santas and assorted cherubs and reindeer complemented the usual pictures and figurines of Shiva and Ganesa. Then came dinner with us all jammed elbow to elbow around the oval table, and the turrrkey, which Nan Ashar presented with much pride and oompah, although I noticed that she and Grandpa only pecked at the various vegetables and dips. Also here were Mum’s brother and his family. Uncle Indra lived just around the corner with broad, quiet, Aunt Rupa, and had followed his father into what he liked to call “the trade”.

Afterwards, I was encouraged to go off and play with their two boys who squabbled upstairs in a stuffy room over a dusty computer. The eldest, Kapil, was only a year younger than Leo, and fancied himself musical—a “deejay”. As the loading bars crawled across the screen, I remembered how he’d once demonstrated to Leo what he called his latest composition, apparently the product of weeks of effort, and how Leo had produced something infinitely sweeter, funkier and better with a few quick prods of the mouse. But I was alone with them today, not so much a girl as a lesser boy, which was a position I encouraged in the way I tied back my hair, avoided make-up and wore big, baggy tee-shirts, often borrowed from Leo, to hide my growing breasts. Finally, a game loaded. Bright with helicopters, innards exploding, and loud clashes of flesh and metal, I discovered there was a knack to playing it which I didn’t possess as, after blasting their way through several levels, Kapil and his brother finally let me have a go. In five seconds I was zapped by a many-armed Kali-thing, and they could continue playing.

New Year’s Eve was at Dad’s parents’ house in Hall Green. At least Leo was there with us this time, but I was no great fan of this particular night with all its drink and bluster. I was allowed champagne, which I refused. I was encouraged to dance, which was an activity I then detested, and I hated the smell of cigarettes and beer, and all the jolly jostling in those tiny, semi-detached rooms. Hated, as well, the way Leo could manage to blend in with these anonymous creatures, who seemed to be mostly Gran and Pa Maitland’s stupid neighbours. How could he cheer like everyone else when Big Ben finally chimed and link arms and then go around hugging people?

“Happy New Year, Sis.” Taking my hands, my brother whooshed me up from the sofa on which I’d been hiding. He’d been drinking like everyone else, and he seemed to lean, unbalanced, across my body, and the pressure of his lips close to mine, the whole sense of being in his arms, lasted for longer than such moments are supposed to as he kissed me—and the world fell away.

Next morning, I was awoken by rattle of rain against my window, and the sound of Leo playing in the house below, as beautifully as I’ve ever heard it to this day, Chopin’s Raindrop Prelude. Such sadness and delicacy: the emotion there, but held back, unshowy in all but the distant thunder of those softly rumbling middle chords. I could imagine for a while as I lay up in bed that Leo really was Chopin and I was Georges Sand, that we were sharing that grey rainswept house in Majorca which Leo had told me about, and which Chopin had so hated, and yet had managed to produce some of the world’s most beautiful music within it.

Leo played the piece again, yet more quietly and brilliantly. I crept from my room and hunched on the stairs listening and watching through the dining room’s open door as he sat in his faded red dressing gown, entirely rapt in a moment which I never wanted to cease. Finally, he looked around, and he seemed almost self-conscious to see me there, which was something Leo never usually was when he was at the piano. He joked as he stood up that he only dared play quietly because of his hangover, but we both knew that that he was playing as he’d never played before: that on that first morning of a new year in that still new century, he’d passed beyond mere technical facility, and was using Chopin’s music to express not what Chopin had once felt, but what he felt himself.

Mum and Dad were out that morning, buying yet more things in one of the prefabricated cathedrals to consumerism in which people then seemed to spend most of their spare time. Leo wasn’t in a good way. He muttered about his gluten intolerance as he swilled down tablets—how he’d stupidly forgotten that beer and whisky were both made from grain. Leaving the piano, he sat at the computer in the kitchen. I imagined that he was researching some essay, but there was something about his slumped posture that made me go over and stand beside him an hour or so later. The screen was stacked with websites, images.

“I know what it is I’ve got, Sis,” he murmured without looking towards me. “It’s called white plague.”

Just like Mum, I’d never been able to drink milk. Leo, just like Dad, always had. It went back to our human heritage, to the tribes of Babel which once supposedly scattered themselves across this earth. Those who came to live in the cooler climes of the north became cattle rearers and husbanders and acquired by slow selection a continued ability to digest milk which those who hunted and foraged in earth’s steppes, deserts and jungles continued to lose after infancy. Effectively, lactose tolerance is something which northerly white-skinned people have evolved, but which the rest of humanity mainly lacks. There are many exceptions, from the Bedouins and the Tuareg in Africa to the people of northern India. Even amongst the native Finns, almost 20% are unable to consume milk without suffering indigestion. Any virus intentionally keyed to react with the production of the digestive enzyme lactase would certainly be an instrument of exceeding bluntness with which to wage against the then-wealthy West. But it would be an instrument nevertheless.

I remember the Styrofoam cups of orange juice or coffee which I helped pour and serve from trestle tables in meetings at school halls. I remember laying out the special biscuits; flat, eggy things which tasted vaguely like pizza even when they were sweet. I remember the scrapy microphones Mum and Dad leaned into as, founder members of the South Birmingham Branch of the WRFI Society—WRFI, or Wide Range Food Intolerance being white plague’s official name—they invited comments from the floor. Leo was also there at these meetings whenever he was up to it, hanging back at first but invariably pushed into the spotlight as an example of what WRFI sufferers could achieve. The local press got interested. He even gave an interview on regional news although publicity for the sake of publicity was something he’d always hated, especially if it meant giving a wide airing to his piano performances, which, despite their easy brilliance, remained an embarrassment to Leo, who could only ever compare himself to Glen Gould or Alfred Brendel. He only played in public, he once told me, because if he didn’t he’d never become any good at it, but now he was accosted by neighbours about this or that lovely tune they’d heard him play, and so it went in that rainy spring of England’s small monsoon, when, amid their many other activities, Mum and Dad decided to put our house up for sale. They planned on buying somewhere bigger, closer to Edgbaston or possibly Harborne, away from this place which they somehow blamed for Leo’s condition, and also, although they never quite said it, from the encroaching ethnic poverty of Balsall Heath. They talked about finding a nice, big Victorian house with a proper music room for Leo and a full-sized piano, although the For Sale sign was frequently vandalised, and people were superstitious about new diseases, and the right offer never quite came.

Something between one in fifty and one in two hundred native English people were said to be suffering from white plague by then, although the numbers remained uncertain, and there were many experts who still disputed WRFI’s existence as a separate condition. All I knew was that Leo had been well until that summer’s afternoon when we’d smoked dope in the garden and I’d made him his special sandwiches, and that he’d never been well since. His diet—which had to cope with his small intestine’s widening intolerance to a whole range of carbohydrates—was a complete minefield, and our fridge was its booby-trapped fuse. Woebetide anyone who took anything on Leo’s special shelf. I never did get the talk about drugs from my parents which Leo had predicted, but I got several about my need for caution, for simple common sense, and for responsibility. Not that my parents weren’t always acutely conscious of how difficult life could be for the sister of an ill sibling, and there were times when Mum would put an arm around my shoulder, and try to talk, or to listen, or say nothing at all. But I’d always stiffen, clam up, squirm away.

If Mum and Dad blamed themselves, or our house, for Leo’s condition, I was more clear-cut. I blamed God. I took my cue from the fundamentalist websites which claimed that white plague was the vengeance of God or Allah or Jehovah, and then from my grandparents who saw Leo’s illness as punishment for not having been baptised, or not having gone through the rituals of the samsaras, or simply for my parent’s ill-advised cross-cultural marriage. Of course, the prayers, the offerings, were well meant, but I’d always hated those grisly images of Christ nailed to two squared planks of wood, whilst Nan and Pa’s Hindu gods with their many arms and weird methods of transport seemed like a poorly thought-out set of cartoon superheroes. Why? I kept wanting to ask. What has this got to do with anything?

The tempests of spring finally blew themselves out with one last spectacular storm and another summer crept in on its warm heavy tread, breathing a lion-breath of carrion drains. I experimented privately before the mirror with Mum’s make-up, suffered an ear infection, and had my first period. I also acquired my first full-sized violin, a second hand thing nearly fifty years old and the product of some anonymous French workshop, but with a nice, deep tone. Leo had taken the lead in its purchase, and I always thought of his voice when I played it, and his guiding hands, and the soft pressure of that New Year’s kiss. Miss Freely my violin teacher, a spinsterish woman who smelled unaccountably of dog, was surprised at my sudden burst of progress. More surprising still, I suspect, was the ragged passion with which I had began to practise. Heard you playing in your room last night, Leo would say, bleary-eyed from another bad reaction as he shuffled down in the mornings to pick through the remnants of what he was still allowed to eat. Lovely tone, but you need to pace yourself and slow down now you can play the phrase at that speed, especially on that last down-bow…

Music spilled from our house in that strange summer as it had never done before. Leo played brilliantly now, with fire and with tenderness. Sometimes it was scary to hear the music he made, especially when he and I were alone in the house. I’d retreat to my room and lie on my bed listening awestruck as Bach unravelled below in terrifying cathedral-leaps of light. How, I wondered as I lumbered through the spiralling Ciaccona bar by bar on my muted violin, did anyone ever make such sounds? What sometimes made me afraid of Leo’s playing now was the knowledge that, for all its soaring loveliness, what I was hearing was an expression of his illness. White plague, of course, was a misnomer. As the leaflets which Mum produced pointed out, the condition wasn’t fatal, at least in countries with advanced medical services. In fact, in a world which had already experienced AIDS, Ebola, MRS, pyrexia and cat flu, WRFI seemed like a small thing to non-sufferers—after all, didn’t we all have to watch what we ate? At the same time, there was also considerable ignorance and hysteria. I remember how cousin Kapil insisted it was all down to “them fucking Pakkis”, whilst several Indian boys at my school were beaten up with WRFI as a pretext. Leo’s diet was often characterised as being like a slimming fad, and thus no big deal. The facts that he’d suffered liver problems and a kidney infection and was still losing weight were ignored, as were the fiddly tests he had to undertake of his blood and urine each morning, and the aches and the weariness and the dreary food, and the knowledge that his illness was the main reason our house hadn’t sold.

There was no longer any question of Leo going to Oxford, or to London; he would have to study at home. Blythe announced that she had also decided against the LSE in favour of Birmingham. She was a frequent visitor to our house that summer, and we would sometimes visit hers. I remember how the air in Dad’s Renault suddenly seemed to cool when we reached the suburbs of Edgbaston, and the sky lost its sour tinge of grey and the trees tossed their heads as the security gates opened and we negotiated the speed bumps beyond. Long lawns green beneath sprinklers spread towards many-windowed palaces of mock-Tudor, mock-Medieval, mock-Modern.

It seemed like another world, although Tim and Natalie Munro were decent people, and decently unembarrassed about their wealth. The rich upper middle classes of those times still spent generously on the armies of maids, minders, drivers, attendants, dog-walkers and nannies who then kept their lives afloat. That summer, though, there was a new device—a toy, Tim Munro called it—which trimmed their lawns in place of their old mowing service. Green and sleek, one of the outriders of the next wave of independent labour-saving machines, it buzzed through the sunshine as we sat around the swimming pool. Leo stayed lounging on a recliner as Blythe ploughed gracefully through the water. He was prohibited from swimming, but he’d stripped down to his costume, and I noticed how his ribs protruded and the bones of his shoulders stuck out in painfully sharp angles. His flesh had shrivelled almost everywhere apart from his belly, which projected like a child’s. He was starting to look alarmingly like those pictures of starving people which we then saw so much of on TV. I, conscious of poor Leo, and that my own body looked nothing like Blythe’s, or even Mum’s, had remained resolutely fully dressed.

Climbing out from the pool, gathering a thin wrap across her shoulders, Blythe beckoned, and led me down through the garden.

“I wanted to show you these. See, aren’t they lovely…?”

A gardenia bush, draped with bridal white blossoms, was flourishing in this changing climate. I, though, was more conscious of the droplets sliding across the slopes of Blythe’s bikinied body as she stooped to inhale the creamy smell. One of the things I undoubtedly disliked about my brother’s girlfriend was that she was rich, but that was hardly her fault, any more than her beauty. After all, as my parents sometimes reminded me, we Maitlands scarcely lacked for much ourselves. What I really felt, I decided as we walked on, and the brief image arose, prompted by her near-nakedness, of the time when I’d disturbed her and Leo in that hot bedroom, was mostly envy, and a vague, uncomprehending disgust.

“Leo tells me you’re progressing with the Ciaccona. He says you have an ear for Bach.”

I smiled—unwillingly flattered, but flattered nevertheless. I knew that Leo never said anything about music unless he really meant it. “I’ve been practising a bit more.”

“I still feel guilty about giving up with the cello.” Her fingers shredded a fern. “Not that I have given up. But I don’t think I could bear to play professionally. There’s nothing worse in life, I think, than being only just good enough. I’d end up sawing away year after year at the pop classics in some provincial orchestra. Always living in hotels. Nerves and bad hands. I love music, but not that much…That’s why I’ve decided to study law, although I suppose you think that’s a cop-out.”
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