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            Never let a pal down.

            P. G. Wodehouse, The Code of the Woosters

            
                

            

            The inequality r > g in one sense implies that the

past tends to devour the future.

            Thomas Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Centuryviii
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3
            November

         

         The joy of tradition, Edward thought, was that even though it forms the architecture of society, one may concoct it with a wave of the hand, barely a thought. And with this notion at the forefront of his mind, a few minutes before dawn on the first truly frozen day in November, the whole house fast asleep, he began as usual to compile his picnic breakfast with bacon, home-made chutney and a simple winter berry smoothie: for this was his own. Despite having lived at Kellerby House for only three weeks, Edward had conceived of and publicised this tradition quite liberally. ‘Just something I like to do at Kellerby, really,’ he would say. ‘Rattle through some correspondence, and inaugurate the weekend with a short walk across the South Paddock, through the Night Woods, and then to a little spot I personally know by the River Ruxton, a brioche in one pocket, and a cup of simple winter berry smoothie in the other … Immenso giubilo!’ he had said, to the younger of the gardeners.

         It was this sort of tradition – one he intended to continue, at the age of twenty-eight, well into his elderly years – that comprised the fulfilment of a long-imagined life. Drawn now from his office by the aromas of melting fat, he paused for a second in the long, unlit Lower Gallery: the milky morning light across the hanging landscapes, the unknown busts in vigil, the polished-brass stair rods catching the light like sabres … There was peace, as he had always known, in the atmosphere of long-positioned things.

         There was peace, too, in the heaping up of empty rooms around him, in the ancestral portraits to consider, the still anonymous 4doors … ‘Absolutely,’ he said, agreeing with himself, and an objet rattled over by the Brangwyn. There was a lot to get used to, of course. In one bathroom, for example, there was a shower which, while powerful – and hot, it had to be said – caused an enormous mechanical wail in the toilet when you turned it off, which was startling and, if you weren’t prepared, somewhat haunting. Who to ask? Who would he turn to? And yet, even such troublesome wrinkles offered only further opportunity to deepen his relationship with and understanding of the place.

         Wandering now to the side door by the courtyard for his boots, and drumming a jaunty rhythm on the dark oak dresser by the drawing room, he was surprised to see Liliam, one of the cleaners, backing out of the pantry with a broom and bin bag, and listening as usual to a Brazilian soap opera through her earbuds. ‘Gosh. Up and at ’em, eh, Liliam?’ he smiled. This was the tone he was trying to set with the staff – familiar, winning – but as she turned and saw him, nerves were immediately discernible beneath her smile.

         ‘Oh, yes, sir. In early today.’ She stared at the skirting. Was it fear there, in the puckering of her brow?

         No matter, he thought, this sort of thing would pass. ‘Call me Edward, for crying out loud,’ he said, and smiled again. ‘Her ladyship has declared she’ll be baking today so expect a bomb site, I would. Perfecting a recipe, apparently …’ He laughed and stood there long enough that she re-emphasised her grin, at least. ‘Can you follow it, then, just listening, without actually watching the show on your phone?’ he said.

         ‘Yes.’ She seemed to consider elaborating on this, but just repeated ‘Yes’, pinching her lips into a tiny hole.

         ‘Right. Off to the races.’

         This sort of thing would pass.

         5As Liliam nodded and turned to sweep a dustless area behind her, Edward headed out the side door, putting on his hat and gloves as he went. Winter had arrived late, and almost overnight. Newly ploughed, the earth had frozen quickly: supple-looking furrows were concrete under his boots. Distantly the ruin of Goodrich Castle splintered on the horizon, off beyond a few villages he couldn’t yet name, and sufficiently far away that numerous other farms, cottages, hedgerows, streaks of chimney smoke, wheeling birds of prey and, he felt, a distilled sense of myth lay in between.

         
            * * *

         

         He was in the South Paddock when he saw it, quite by chance, protruding from the soil. Immediately he became aware of his body, of the blank apprehension of the object. He stopped and appraised it, without wanting to bend down just yet. He felt nothing initially – had, to some degree, been waiting for this moment. There was no thumping heart, no trembling hand. In this instant, the residue of his previous anticipations still lingered: the bacon sandwich, the smoothie, the sound of a river swallowing rocks.

         Nevertheless, there it was, more real and banal than the dread thoughts it signified. He hunched down now to see, enduring a deep thrum of pain in his torso as he did: the rib still bothered him.

         ‘Edward? What you found there – Roman sword?’

         Edward stood straight back up, his hand instinctively reaching to his chest. Karl was ambling towards him from a good twenty yards away, squinting, doing his wedding-day smile. ‘Gosh, everyone’s up early today!’ Stay calm. He must have been down looking at the ditch, Edward thought. Or maybe he’d come from 6the far hedgerow. Karl was too far away to see it at the moment; and he liked Edward. He laughed. ‘I should be so lucky!’

         Crouching once more, Edward squinted, his breath betraying him, billows fast and heavy in the cold. Karl’s boots crunched away by the fence. Two knuckles of solid earth gripped the object. The white November light was lucid, mistless, and the sharp smell of mould prickled his nostrils.

         ‘Yeah, it’s nothing,’ he shouted as he reached out to touch it. His curiosity had not cooled with the season, and was not hindered by the horror which now finally bloomed in his breast.

         Beyond the unseen river, ploughed fields ascended precipitously. Kellerby House, large and indifferent behind him, stared politely ahead. The false dome cast a clean shadow across dishevelled pasture by the lake, off down a slope to the north. Its beauty stood over everything, as it always had … Meanwhile Karl tossed rocks through the frozen skins of water troughs, which snapped crisply like china. Edward swiftly put the object in his jacket pocket, feeling the contours with his fingers, and concentrated on breathing, and the incomprehensible facts of his life.

         ‘Just blummin’ soil!’ he said.

         Karl arrived and vocalised his sigh somewhat theatrically. ‘Shame. A few miles east they found a bloke from the Bronze Age,’ he laughed. ‘Big ’ole in his skull – from a sword, they think, or an axe. He had a gold cup too – thousands and thousands, it went for.’

         ‘Bully for them,’ Edward smirked, looking again at the ground, the frost-hewn edges, now clutching nothing.

         ‘Yup.’ Karl shook his head, amazed, as though every single day there was yet another event simply too incredible to countenance. ‘Ey, I bet you that’s my uncle avoiding his fucking dog.’ 7He pointed to a kink in the furrow where the tractor must have swerved. ‘Bloody idiot. Anyway, can’t nabber.’ Karl trudged on abruptly without awaiting a response.

         As his steadying breaths met the murmur of the wind, Edward stared down at the kink, a moment’s impulse frosted rigid: astonishing how easily thoughts hardened, became real, were subsequently hidden from the groundsman in a jacket pocket.

         Karl whipped a trough absent-mindedly with a branch, which pealed loud and hollow, and conjured thoughts of longswords falling upon armour, of clinking breastplates dismounting horseback, half-seen footfalls by a lake – of blood and trees and crosses. Edward gazed across many centuries, at the old man-killing fields ahead of him. The shriek of mouths was silent now, obedient before the colonnades and parapets. His hands burned with the cold. Three dark birds flew down into the valley and disappeared behind a near horizon.

         ‘Found something.’ Karl belly-laughed, head poking above the trench. ‘What do you reckon I’ll get for a Lilt can?’

         ‘Let me contact Sotheby’s,’ Edward said.

         Karl, suspecting nothing, chuckled through a gate. Finally Edward reached into his pocket to inspect the object, knowing this was no relic: half a human jaw. Only one tooth remained, top-heavy with silver alloy, and still tasting dirt.8
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11
            1.

         

         The madness of a London summer smacking pavement. A thick heat that slowed cigarette smoke and loosened the skin – set bad thoughts in motion. Outside the Almeida Theatre people were already drinking before this evening’s performance of The Cherry Orchard. Sticky prosecco exacerbated the thirst. Flies competed for airspace around overstuffed bins. And it was into this hot, heavy babble that Edward Jevons now arrived breathlessly and at pace. A good foot taller than the majority of the crowd through which he waded, Edward resembled a rancher crossing a great river. The cellophane covers of his best friend Robert’s dry-cleaning billowed out behind him, nagging thoughts he kept patting down as he sidestepped through, muttering his apologies. Around him the sun ignited brickwork generally.

         At the glass doors, he winced as he gathered his breath and caught sight of his reflected hulk. ‘For Robert? Pepper? The director?’ he said, stooping at the ticket desk inside and lungeing the dry-cleaning ahead. ‘He said he needed it?’ Edward heard his accent ring off the partition with dismay. The receptionist nodded patiently and pressed a green button, already relieved to be shot of him. The door to the side of the ticket desk led down steep stairs into a snarl of cramped corridors and stairways forking off in various directions. Eventually he doddered into a kind of kitchen area, which smelled immediately of microwaved vegetable soup. A few cheap sofas stood on the vinyl flooring, a little dim below clapped-out lights.

         12Robert lounged on one of them, somehow both languid and poised in his tortoiseshell glasses. ‘Ah. My knight in shining armour,’ he said, smiling. ‘Certainly shining. Christ.’

         An actress sitting opposite him in a faded military costume giggled while Edward’s hand mopped his sodden brow. In the summer he was always wearing too many layers, turning up sweating and disproportionately shamed by it. But he laughed now too. ‘I know, my God. What on earth.’ He regarded the elegance of Robert’s frame, his cottony curls, the ready eyes.

         ‘This is my old friend Ed; Eddie, this is Teal – the least professional member of my cast.’

         ‘Heyyyy.’ She waved a kitten paw and continued to giggle as though delighted to be teased, flicking her epaulettes.

         ‘Thank you so much, honestly. I mean, I didn’t want to do this event in my fucking squash gear.’ Robert’s voice was silken and thoroughbred; hit all the right notes.

         ‘Nor should you. Nor should you.’ Edward grinned again and held the dry-cleaning uncomfortably at hip height, wondering if he could relieve himself of it yet. ‘It was the work of but a moment!’ This was one of his phrases. ‘Shall I …’

         ‘Pop it on a doorknob, thanks.’

         The dry-cleaning had progressed from a one-off gesture back in the spring into something of a routine. Edward didn’t mind. He could fit things like this around tutoring, and the execution of detailed tasks with efficiency and rigour did provide pleasure: lifts, deliveries, the booking of taxis and restaurants. Versions of Edward Jevons had served aristocrats and ministers across the centuries, in middling positions requiring highly intelligent administrators, people who understood the vagaries of the world and had the wisdom to navigate it, but only on behalf of someone else.

         13Over the tannoy the stage manager gave the twenty-minute call, a bit too sing-song, and signed off by saying, ‘Buckle up, Cherries!’ Edward imagined he tried to make friends with the cast between shows … He unclenched his palm, inspected the heaped white lines carved by the hangers.

         ‘Off with you, Teal, at least pretend you’re invested in this shitshow.’ Teal whacked Robert with a tea towel and scampered away. He sighed contentedly and said, ‘I insisted on her army uniform – I mean, it sends me fucking wild’, and Edward forced a laugh. ‘There’s champagne, Ed – I’ve got something to celebrate.’

         ‘Really? Pray tell …’ Edward skipped to the fridge in the peeling kitchen, noting his buffoonish blur in its stainless steel, and tried to brace himself for yet more good news. The door handle gave a sliver of his true image, which was pale and tired: he was operating on next to no sleep.

         ‘Ah – the third spoke of the holy trinity,’ Robert said behind him.

         Edward turned to find Stanza stealing in on a powdered bouquet of recent perfume. ‘I didn’t know you were already here!’ he said, trying to regulate the enthusiasm.

         ‘Been using a dressing room,’ she said, spilling make-up things from her hands back into a bag. ‘They’re saying I should have a cameo and I told them I couldn’t think of anything fucking worse. They actually seemed offended.’

         She was straightening her skirt and grimacing at herself in a compact. Stanza had jutting lips, duckish and mocking, as though, Edward thought, daring anyone not to think her beautiful. She was quintessentially unimpeachable, he thought now, no matter what she did. Tonight she wore a big, baggy jumper, as black as her hair, embroidered with a large glittery image of a football. It was expensive, completely absurd, and 14an affirmation of her naked power: no one would mention it all night.

         As he opened the champagne, Edward remembered he had to inform Stanza not to put anything on the kitchen counter at home that evening. He had sanded and treated it all day, and it needed to air for at least twelve hours to achieve the perfect lush patina he valued. Now wasn’t the time, of course. Stanza owned the flat and gave Edward munificent rates, so he didn’t mind doing general upkeep such as sanding and treating the worktop, retouching chipped paint, setting humane mousetraps, doing the laundry, shampooing the rugs and sofas and fitting an unfolding loft ladder for their roof cavity. It was no bother to him; it made the place more liveable and Stanza did so much in terms of general atmosphere and personality to make life extremely pleasant indeed. ‘I’m in a good mood,’ he heard himself say.

         ‘What are we celebrating now?’ she asked. ‘Robert quitting theatre? So we don’t have to watch this horseshit anymore?’

         Edward grinned stupidly and laughed his real laugh, which was silent and breathy, as Stanza curled her own lopsided smile too. He adored Stanza in this mood.

         ‘Ho ho ho,’ Robert said. ‘You can shower if you need to, you know, Ed.’

         Thus cowed, Edward poured the champagne. ‘Sir. Madame,’ he said light-heartedly, and immediately felt stupid.

         ‘I’m sorry it’s so miserable for you. I have invited you to the sponsors’ drinks, so: free alcohol, canapés and about five West End producers who are going to suck me off and tell me I’m the shit.’

         ‘I feel sick,’ Stanza said.

         ‘We are celebrating because: while you two continue in your sordid flatshare, I have grown up and bought a house.’

         15Edward returned the champagne to the fridge and lurched his head inside, fiddling with something imaginary to cool his cheeks. Was he already blushing? ‘A house? Of your very own? Oh, it’s fantastic!’ he bellowed as he turned back.

         ‘Yeah, I mean my parents helped, obviously, but it’s nice, it’s in Highgate, so at least I’m not technically a gentrifier. Cheers.’ He raised a mocking glass.

         ‘Well done … for receiving a present?’ Stanza clinked it.

         ‘Oh, you can fucking talk – when are you getting your hands on Kellerby?’

         ‘When my only living parent also dies?’ she deadpanned, and Robert hooted. ‘I’m never living in that fucking place anyway.’

         Edward was tapping intricate rhythms on his thigh and he struggled to pacify his face, to remember where eyes normally look and hands normally rest. Everything was getting away from him. Where did the shame come from? ‘Truly wonderful news. We should, um … break a bottle on it – like when they launch a ship …’ They tittered generously. Edward thought instinctively of Kellerby, the box hedges and the courteous curve of the perron leading up to the front door, and the decimal point in his bank account, the dismal figures huddled and shivering. None of it mattered, he thought. He didn’t really care.

         ‘And you’ll have a place before long, Ed,’ Robert said, too sympathetically.

         ‘Oh, I’m sure I will,’ Edward said. ‘If I keep building up the tutoring. Et cetera.’

         On the tannoy the stage manager cried, ‘Okey-dokey, Orchardiers! That’s your five-minute call. Repeat: that’s yer five-minute call. Over – and out.’

         Actors emerged from their dressing rooms. Some started to pace about with relished and advertised nerves, like the mother 16of the bride, while others, if their parts were slightly larger, Edward presumed, stood with a deep and unapproachable gravity, staring at the floor, pronouncing verbal exercises or inexplicably stretching hamstrings. It was a welcome distraction from the coilings of his mind. One actor, mid-forties and thinning, placed his palms over Beats headphones, closed his eyes and, choosing a most inconvenient position in the middle of a thoroughfare, stood stock still, sighing deeply, and repeated the word ‘place’.

         As they trooped past, Robert pointed at them one by one. ‘Don’t let me down, don’t let me down, don’t let me down, don’t let me down …’ They laughed and cooed, and Teal, as Robert winked at her, bit her grinning lip and shook her head, a look of mockery and submission all at once. The embarrassing but unembarrassable brazenness of Robert’s intentions was its own charm. Self-belief trumped merit: Robert was immune even to himself.

         But it was the dour look that passed across Stanza’s face then, the way she glanced into the top corner of the room, that gave Edward pause, and that he would remember many months hereafter. It was brief – a breath’s condensation fleeing a windowpane – but it was unmistakably the mark of envy. Why was Stanza piqued by this interchange? There was nothing going on between her and Robert, Edward knew that. For one thing, Robert knew Edward’s own struggles in the area. He had confided his love for Stanza a few times, always attempting and failing to diminish its real significance. So he could not help but wonder why, now, she was tugging a thread of the red-and-gold embroidered football on her baggy black jumper and staring grimly at her gaudy trainers. And why Robert was filling her plastic cup with champagne and seemingly a sense of his own dominion too.

         17A chord of outrage was plucked, quivered through him, then went silent. Somewhere, he imagined, a hand waited on an iron winch: poised to raise the curtain.
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            2.

         

         Edward couldn’t concentrate on the play. The audience didn’t seem to know if it was funny or not, there was a lot of stuff on video and one of the actors kept sitting in places people don’t normally sit: on dining tables, on the floor in the middle of a kitchen, on the lap of an elderly man. (The audience knew that was funny.) Edward found the whole thing completely baffling. He was thinking about Stanza, of course, who was sitting next to him, and whose perfume, whose legs, whose occasionally fidgeting fingers were the only drama occupying his attention. He was wondering if her legs could sense his eyes. He was thinking about Robert’s new house. He was also getting WhatsApp messages from Mrs Knatchbole, the mother of one of his tutees, haranguing him about William Pitt the Younger. ‘You simply have not explained to Cecily the very basics of the Act of Union and I suggest you do so before her deadline.’

         The truth was, he had loved Stanza since they’d met at Cambridge. He had loved her then as now; there, here and everywhere else. On holidays, at parties, and tedious evenings in the flat. He had loved her in neon-lit cafes in Riga at two in the morning with a stag group sniggering about the bag-’ouse they’d almost visited (‘Hello, you horrible, horrible pricks,’ she’d said, and Edward had caught his breath); he had loved her in a Pizza Express on Oxford Street when she’d ordered two Cokes, both for herself; he had loved her perhaps most of all whenever she was ill, in bed, when she required him, appreciated the grapes and his Seinfeld commentary; he had loved her when someone 19was talking nonsense and merely in the modest slowing of her blinks she relayed to him that she, too, thought they were a moron; he had loved her when she was a brat, moaning about the current nothing that was too much for her to bear.

         He had loved her when she was cruel, too. Once, her beloved dog Cameron was nosing around the side of a pool in Puglia and, the thought barely occurring to her, she had shoved him in with her heel. He had seen the specific idea cross her face. This small act of black mischief had made him love her not because its suggestion of evil was itself attractive, but because it showed a kind of comprehensive apprehension of the world, that she understood the full reality we all inhabited.

         By the end of the performance, Edward was fighting sleep. An ancient manservant was locked in an old house (why didn’t he try a window?) and muttering to himself: ‘It’s gone. It’s gone …’ Edward had no idea what he was talking about. He never really felt much towards Robert’s productions, ostensibly competent and slick though they were. A standing ovation returned him to the auditorium and he dutifully rose. He was addled, wrung out.

         ‘I’ll give him that one,’ Stanza said with faux reluctance. ‘He’s actually done a good one now.’

         He couldn’t be sure, but Edward thought he could detect a trace of pride lingering in her unironic grin. He nodded ferociously, staring at the elderly actor who’d just toppled dead off a chaise longue, and who now camply pursed his lips and actually wiggled his hips as he pointed to the lighting box. They headed straight to the bar, where Robert had commandeered an entire tray of full champagne flutes.

         ‘Just – I’m speechless. It’s out of this world,’ Edward said.

         ‘They didn’t fuck it up, then?’

         20‘I begrudgingly congratulate you,’ Stanza said.

         ‘Honestly? It felt like a moment. Like an iconic production.’

         ‘Love you, Ed.’

         Robert was immediately set upon by all and sundry and Edward was shunted back, mainly by the sponsors from BP. He braced himself to answer questions about his own career, and to battle through their immediately soporific expressions. He looked out at the partygoers and realised he was not one of them, not at all. A woman in overalls was shouting giddily, ‘No, seriously, I can’t move into film yet – I’m still making still images that are shit. The thing about my job is it’s like, wham, that’s over, move on – you know? But thank you – maybe when I have time.’ Nearby, a shrill man cackled: ‘Do I use Ocado? Oh my Lord, you’ve read me so well!’ Which was succeeded by torrential peals of laughter … All the glimmering eyes agreed intensely and looked elsewhere at the same time, a double-action that made Edward almost dizzy, and lonelier than ever.

         During the melee, Robert introduced him, or you might say handed him over, to an acquaintance of his, Madge Wong. Robert said, ‘This is Ed – great pal – he’d do anything for anyone.’

         Madge grimaced. ‘God, what a mug you must be’ – and as Robert was pulled away, Edward hastily assembled his smile. ‘I hate everyone here already,’ she said. ‘Well, I can’t tell if I hate them, or fancy them? You know? Some of the older ones?’ Madge was like all of Robert’s university friends, approaching thirty and approximating in her manner a fifty-year-old industry leader. She appeared nervous, though, and the nerves were making her say almost anything, but with absolute conviction. ‘I’ve been considering dating exclusively Boomers recently.’

         ‘I see. Right,’ Edward said.

         ‘People know who they are by the time they’re sixty – sixty-plus 21– and they’d probably know who I am too. It’s something I’ve been toying with in New York?’ She wore a lot of knocking jewellery, worked for a youth charity in Manhattan and described herself as ‘proper London pre the’ – waving her arm at the crowd – ‘wankers’.

         It became clear quite quickly that Madge was a British person who had moved to New York and subsequently made this emigration a key component of her personality. Madge was now boasting, was the only appropriate word, about the ‘level – the actual level, though – of breakfasts you can actually get out there, in the Big Apple’.

         ‘It’s the cinnamon,’ she said. ‘New Yorkers understand cinnamon.’

         ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Amazing what a difference that makes.’ It was this sort of phrase which formed the currency of Edward’s day-to-day exchanges, small meaningless nothings that somehow gave the other person what they wanted while not really giving them anything at all: nods and assenting sounds and a lot of the word ‘Really.’ It was his only method to navigate the enciphered world of people: to flood the infinite gap between himself and his peers with a superfluous amount of whatever he assumed they desired.

         Meanwhile he watched Stanza from across the room. Three avuncular bankers listened to her, rapt, as she enunciated her point with a languid swill of her glass. Her amused scoffing lips, her free hand batting away some absurd notion; emanating darkness rounded off her beauty. Madge presently excused herself.

         Edward was watching a bead of condensation plough the fluting of his tumbler when there was a crash over by the entrance. It was hard to see past everyone, but there was something of a commotion near the doorway, which scattered 22through the roped-off area in gasps and giggles. Edward craned his neck to see a security guard forcefully remove a man in a paint-flecked sweater and loose navy cargo trousers. He couldn’t see his face. A receptionist righted a chrome bin and soon the chatter resumed. Robert emerged by his side with Stanza. He looked flushed and grim. ‘Situation,’ he said. ‘Fucking situation. Tonight of all nights. Need your help, Ed, I’m afraid. Have I ever told you about D’Angelo?’

         ‘Er …’

         ‘D’Angelo – Danger Mouse.’

         ‘Vaguely, maybe?’ Edward remembered the name distantly, from a mythical prehistory before university.

         ‘Guy who knew me back home. He’s mental, I haven’t really talked about it – out of kindness to him, more than anything. He’s not a stalker per se, but I mean – we were kind of friends when we were extremely young? Then he … “re-emerged” when I started doing well. That was him.’

         ‘Oh dear.’ Edward tugged at his earlobe, wondering how he personally fitted into all this.

         ‘Danger’s off the rails. Pretty sure he’s an addict. He’s clearly violent.’ Robert was looking at his phone, texts leaping to his screen. ‘He’s going to ruin the vibe. He would completely ruin the vibe – I’ve got the West End in, for fuck’s sake.’

         ‘Gosh,’ Edward said, trying to see D’Angelo outside, attempting to nod the adrenaline away.

         ‘He’s got into some dark shit, you know – I mean, he lives near Birmingham. And it’s quite … “real” up there. Believe me … He just can’t be here.’

         Stanza took the phone and winced pleasurably. ‘Oh fuck, he says he’s waiting outside for you. And he’s saying he’s come “to party”,’ she said, unable to prevent a smile forming on her lips. 23To her, this kind of disaster was an unbearable delight.

         ‘Can you go, Ed? Please, mate. If I go out to see him, it teaches him that causing a scene like this works, it gets my attention. I can’t do that. I won’t do it to him.’

         Still nodding, at a higher frequency, Edward acknowledged with trepidation that this was somewhat of an uplift in the chores he normally performed for his friend. But then again, it was an important night for Robert – and wouldn’t he do the same for him? ‘Well, is he …? I mean. Do you think it’ll be alright?’

         ‘Oh – I mean – yeah,’ Robert said, smiling rapidly at a passing blazer.

         ‘Why should Edward have to go?’

         ‘He doesn’t have to. I’m just asking a pal for … you know.’

         But Edward was already putting down his drink. ‘Don’t worry. Um … Yeah … I’ll … I’ll have a quick word.’

         ‘Jesus Christ.’ Stanza scowled at Robert.

         ‘Yeah, honestly,’ Robert said. ‘Only if you really want to – he probably won’t be armed, but you know.’

         The room was cramped now, getting louder, and the evening light was contracting into a desperate, beautiful polygon directly above the bar. He glanced outside, where the much-hyped heatwave had reached the end of another day. He saw a passing scooter meander through unhasty traffic and fleetingly wished to hop aboard.

         ‘Back shortly,’ he said. Such favours comprised the natural tidal movement of goodwill between friends, he thought.

         As he left, he heard receding mumbles of gratitude, Stanza’s vague question about Camel Lights, and a cocktail shaker far off, beating a steady rhythm, hard and fast, like bones in a bag.
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         Visiting the toilet on his way, he splashed water in his face at the sink, somewhat performatively, because it resembled something someone might do before they confronted a potentially violent aggressor. His cracked lips were parted, a dry wound on his pale face.

         He replied to Mrs Knatchbole’s WhatsApp: ‘Absolutely. Many apologies I haven’t helped her grasp this sooner. I can do an extra session with her on Pitt the Younger and the power struggle with George III, covering the Act of Union too. I will be tutoring nearby on Cadogan Place on Wednesday, if that suits?’ He also answered Mrs Gagnon, who had been upset about what a teacher had said about the behaviour of her son. ‘Hello, I’m sorry to hear that Maxime’s English teacher said that and in fact I think it is somewhat unprofessional. I think his entrance exams should go swimmingly, if he can do the homework exercises I set and remember to learn his spellings. Maxime is a spirited young boy who is very charming. I certainly wouldn’t describe him as “mendacious”.’

         Moving to the door, he started. A shot of iron went through him. It must be the nerves, or the— No, was it an old thought, or dread, or regret? It seized his gut and wrung it tight, then was gone. It might have been the look of envy, or anger, he had seen on Stanza’s face. The feeling had occurred more frequently of late – and it didn’t come from nowhere, he knew that. Perhaps it was just the sleep, but there were daydreams and memory flashes too. His mind wasn’t right.

         25Outside, he saw D’Angelo immediately. He was shouting into his phone, which he held before him, like it was the phone he was shouting at, rather than a person on the other end. He hung up and wheeled away from the conversation.

         ‘Fuck’s SAKE!’

         He feinted, as though to kick a car bumper, but then decided against. Edward felt the stillness of the street. The indifference of things – to him, to his fear – felt familiar. Edward was certainly larger than him, and presumably stronger, but D’Angelo’s body appeared to be alert with suffering as well as anger, which aggravated the threat. Edward understood the mechanisms of violence – but quenched this thought.

         He approached, smiling as well as possible. D’Angelo’s eyes were red and watery, not from tears, Edward felt, but there was anguish there in the weary squint. His slight body was accentuated by his loose jumper, a peeling Greystone Construction logo printed on the breast. ‘Is it D’Angelo?’ Edward had instinctively repositioned his accent to a more democratic, and from a personal point of view perhaps more representative, timbre.

         D’Angelo looked up and smiled with a liveliness and charm that disarmed him. ‘Have you come to escort me off the property?’

         Edward chortled effusively. ‘No, nothing at all, of the sort. I’m Edward, by the way, Robert’s pal.’

         ‘Where is he?’

         ‘Yes.’ Edward said. ‘Yes,’ he repeated, scanning D’Angelo’s clothes for bulges that might be weapons. ‘Robert sends his apologies – bloody pain. Um. He’s caught up in something pretty urgent, with the play. And he can’t come right now. He’s really annoyed about it, and sorry. And’ – he lowered his voice, 26nodding to reception – ‘these guys are being complete bastards in terms of letting friends in. So …’

         ‘Have to torch the place, then,’ D’Angelo said blankly.

         Edward’s tongue felt immediately dry and unmanageable. ‘You don’t really mean that.’ His speech was dense and odd, an ill feeling moving fast in his throat.

         D’Angelo smiled again. ‘I’m fuckin with you.’

         ‘Ha. Oh good. No, I know.’

         ‘I saw him in there drinking, Edward. Ed-ward.’ D’Angelo over-enunciated the word to make it absurd but he didn’t say anything else. He just stared at the windows of the theatre. ‘I did text to say I don’t know what I’m going to do here. I’m fucked off my face, if I’m fair! I mean, I’m fucked.’ He stopped laughing, was itching his face, his neck, his forehead, a constant motion. He had thick shoulders, Edward noted, and an old scab above his right eye. ‘He’s ghosting me. And I just feel like, what have I got to lose here?’

         Edward needed to interject, get the conversation on a positive footing. ‘On the plus side, the sun has endured—’

         ‘I can do anything. Treat me like shit and it makes me brave.’ He looked back at Edward with the hurt rage of a child. ‘I driven two and a half hours to be here.’

         ‘Right. I’m sorry about that. Um … Trying to think, D’Angelo.’

         Anger twisted in his lips. ‘He’s made a fuckin mug of me.’ He turned away to look in the direction of Upper Street. A bus rattled past, rocking with the dolphin shrieks of its brakes. Some legacy of light from the sun clung to the sky.

         ‘What’s he done?’ Edward asked. He couldn’t help himself.

         D’Angelo started bouncing his knee and as he took a drag of a cigarette he shook his head and appeared to laugh while sadness flooded his eyes. He didn’t seem high in a way that Edward 27understood highs, but teeming with a kind of randomised set of extreme emotions. Just as Edward felt pity overcome the fear, D’Angelo turned, casually forced Edward back into the shutters of a furniture shop, and pointed a blade at his stomach. It looked like a cheap supermarket fruit knife. It must have been in his jacket.

         ‘Oh.’ Hardly any of Edward’s terror seemed to reach his voice, he noted.

         ‘Did he even say anything?’

         ‘He sends love and regards, he really does, and he said you’d understand.’ Edward was talking quite quickly and trying to remember not to look exclusively at the blade. His hot cheeks felt the brush of a muggy breeze; his neck pulsed.

         ‘I’ve known him since we was born. Did he say that? My mum worked for his parents. I was his gangster mate when he went to posh school, I was the one who got him weed, got him into so much shit …’ He sniggered. Edward wondered why Robert hadn’t mentioned that, wondered why he himself instinctively trusted D’Angelo. ‘Ah fuck.’ The hurt flashed again across D’Angelo’s face, even as he smiled and shook his head, and he wiped his watery eyes. ‘He doesn’t give a fuck.’

         ‘Of course he does. He can be hard going sometimes, to be honest,’ Edward said. The confession startled him and he wondered again what he was doing here.

         ‘Don’t try to fucking talk to me, man. Don’t even fucking bother. I’m not worth your time.’

         ‘Of course you are.’

         ‘In a minute I’ll just put this blade to my fucking wrist or your neck, and if he doesn’t come out I’ll just fucking slash us both to pieces. OK? What then?’

         Edward noticed his hand was shaking and tried to steady it. His lips and teeth withheld ungovernable breaths. ‘Not sure.’ 28His body readied itself for violence, a kind of muscle memory. He saw Meade’s face – saw his calm, anticipating face—

         ‘Is he your friend? Is he nice to you?’

         ‘Robert? Um … Yes, he’s sometimes a bit … away with the fairies, I guess.’

         ‘There’s so much you don’t know.’ D’Angelo smiled once more, his chest heaving a little, as he regarded Edward. ‘He’s a bastard – I’ve got the proof.’

         ‘How do you mean?’ Edward frowned sceptically: D’Angelo seemed increasingly like the lunatic Robert had described.

         ‘How do you know him?’ D’Angelo frowned. It’s the accent, Edward thought, but batted away the shame with a grin.

         ‘From uni,’ Edward said. He despised how knowable he was, how visible.

         ‘Well, tell him he’s done it now. He’s done it. I’ll be coming for him.’

         But he was already leaving. Edward tried to maintain his composure, not knowing whether to walk after him. He was drawn to D’Angelo, he realised, for he had posed certain questions which were not unfamiliar to him. He followed a little. ‘I’m sure you don’t mean it. These fallings-out are part of friendships …’

         But D’Angelo pushed him away with his palm. ‘Ah, just fuck off.’ His Citroën was parked illegally, up on the kerb just next to the bin. Edward was surprised to see a large man with a grey, bald head, immense sloping shoulders and wearing a tracksuit that could easily double up as pyjamas, sitting in the passenger seat. ‘This is Fatty,’ D’Angelo said.

         Fatty’s eyes, if not his head, turned to Edward. ‘Hello,’ Edward said through the open window. He looked about forty. Fatty’s eyes returned to the windscreen. As D’Angelo got into the 29driver’s seat, Edward said, ‘Are you feeling strong enough to drive?’

         But it was too late. Exhaust and dry dust, choked out and stirred up by the Citroën as it spun away, whirled and contorted as one.
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         As Edward returned to the theatre he felt adrenaline knot and liquefy in his legs. A slither of moon hung in an indigo sky, anticipating darkness and much else, too. There was no sign of Robert or Stanza inside, and the general commotion was undiminished. He saw Madge deep in conversation with a man of about seventy, tracing the lip of her glass with her index finger and maintaining far too much eye contact.

         Meanwhile Edward stood at the bar, trying to avoid eye contact with anyone. His mind turned on D’Angelo’s relationship with Robert, and of course his own. Their mutual history unreeled before him, violently, like bitten fishing line. The first sight of him in the laundry room, the instant ache for approval and the precise conversational strategies that shortly achieved it. Presently came the second-hand invitations, via Stanza, to the parties that belied their age and expected financial means; the extension and embellishment of the performance of himself; and finally the secluded success of burgeoning friendship. Not so very long after, and conferred more liberally than anticipated, came Robert’s sincere affection: the present of slippers from Marrakech, the hamper of cheese for no good reason, the last-minute invitation to box seats at the Royal Court. Robert magnanimously shared his version of the world, which was better lit and more willing to surrender its treasures and trophies than Edward’s. He had a hobbyist interest in curating provably unique moments – surprise adventures to the Highlands, a booze cruise to the Northern Lights – and did it all so casually 31one never felt the need to be grateful. He shrugged off reality with laconic eyebrows and scruffy shirt cuffs.

         Robert was tourism. The flimsy gait, the country clothes, even his turn of phrase (‘shot to hell’, ‘bit of a cold fish’, ‘exceptional audacity’): this accumulation of heirloom beauties rendered him an endlessly absorbing souvenir of somewhere else. Part of the charm was an ancient-seeming insouciance, the somehow enlightened notion that reason made everything disposable. To see the world from this promontory was liberating. To be seen from it, though, was the opposite. Over time Robert’s repose felt cooler. Offhand put-downs, hungover snubs. Edward began to wonder what Robert really cared about, and felt increasingly that Robert perceived him merely as collateral damage for time spent with Stanza.

         Edward gradually searched the bar area. He was squeezing past people as though he were trying to get somewhere specific, but in fact he was just doing circles. He imagined himself saying discreetly to Robert, ‘All good now’, and receiving a noble nod of gratitude in return. Perhaps he would say a little more. ‘He had a knife, actually, but, long story short, I talked him down.’ Or: ‘D’Angelo was kind of shit-talking you, brandishing this kitchen knife? It’s fine, it’s fine – no, don’t apologise, and definitely don’t thank me: I sent him on his merry way.’

         But he couldn’t see them anywhere. He received replies from his tutees’ parents. Mrs Knatchbole: ‘Good.’ Mrs Gagnon: ‘Ok. If he doesn’t get into Wetherby Prep I just don’t know what I’ll do. I’ll just GIVE UP.’ He saw Teal too, who now wore a blue jumpsuit and was waggling her tongue out at her friend.

         ‘Seen Robert anywhere?’

         ‘No idea,’ she said, a little hurt. Teal clearly liked Robert – they all did, apparently. Edward marvelled at what people generally 32go for. Robert was charming and good-looking, of course, but it was all a little obvious. Robert seemed merely to have got in on the ground floor with various opinions, fashions and temperaments, in the same way his ancestors had with, for example, lace or coal … At any rate, Edward had long understood that his own allure was quite particular, acquired and, he might permit himself to admit if pushed, relatively sophisticated. Not everyone likes the taste of sea anemones, for example, but to many they provide by far the most devilish, luxurious and sensual eating experience on offer. Comparison to a sessile polyp covered in a crown of retracting muscles and tapered tentacles might not boost everyone’s ego, he thought, but reminiscing for a moment about the consumption of these soft, velvety creatures – the sweet, briny flesh, the oblivion of the sea – lent Edward an immediate, if muted, swagger.

         He headed down into the backstage area but it appeared empty too. He picked up the cellophane covers from a banquette, hung Robert’s latest laundry inside, and took them back up to the street. Unable to see Robert and Stanza, he felt himself drawn up the street towards the Almeida Passage, a narrow, tunnel-like walkway through to Milner Square beyond.

         He thought again about the times he had confided his love for Stanza to Robert, about how Robert had merely nodded wordlessly, and never mentioned it again. Had he been silent because Edward was confessing something he obviously already knew? Because he was disappointed to learn of an imbalance in the holy trinity? Or simply because Edward was so manifestly not the sort of person Stanza might be attracted to as to arouse embarrassment? Perhaps the answer was inevitable.

         As Edward approached, all of a sudden the street lamps turned on and dull circles of light landed in the early gloom. He beheld 33them as ghostly infantrymen making a final salute. Crooked-necked and lining the road all the way to the covered passage into Milner Square, these gentlemanly sentries ushered him along the road, where he now saw his friends. To see Robert and Stanza kissing one another, by some bottle crates, was – well, he didn’t know.

         He looked a little more. It seemed like something clumsy, accidental, helicopter blades catching rocks. They definitely were kissing, though – he knew her outfit. That corroborated it. There weren’t— There seemed immediately to be no explanations. They were kissing, whispering among the kisses. Edward stopped. He had always thought Stanza saw through Robert too. She mocked him enough … Stanza seemed invulner able to almost everyone, but Robert had been recently branded with the mark of success. Perhaps that was enough. Edward clutched the hangers more closely. A combination of static and air pockets caused the cellophane to leap to his face: a tender, numb touch.

         Robert had his hand on the back of Stanza’s neck. Edward walked along a little more. It was a scuff of his shoe that stopped them.

         ‘Oh, Edward.’

         ‘Hello. Sorry, just to say: all good.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘With D’Angelo.’

         Stanza was watching him. She wasn’t grinning from the awkwardness, as might have been the case, but she wasn’t mortified with guilt either. It appeared as though she was merely watching Edward as an anthropologist might, to see what he might do. Robert expressed innocence by denying anything was happening: ‘Oh, fab. Thank you. Yeah. Be in soon.’

         34Edward would not be dismissed so easily. ‘Just to say, Stanza, while I remember, I’ve sanded and treated the worktop. So, it’d be great, to be honest, if we didn’t put anything on it this evening. Otherwise the patina I’ve developed with the fine-wool cloth will be broken and leave a circular stain on it.’

         She nodded, and her eyes traced the ground in something of a malaise. As the sweeping beam of a car momentarily lit up the length of the tunnel, rendering their blinded faces pale and waxen, he saw Robert differently, as though he were magnified, more than real. The beam departed, and seemed to leave behind it only himself.
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         A few days later Robert invited himself round to the flat. Stanza was working at Blue Tent, a boutique communications house she maligned, but to which she simultaneously devoted unearthly amounts of labour.

         The flat was a few moments from Highgate village, comprising the lower two floors of a Victorian house, the top floor of which Stanza rented to a near-silent French lady called Bette. There were polished wooden floorboards and large sash windows. Seventies gallery posters decorated some of the walls, and strange black-and-white photos of debris Stanza had taken in the Punjab.

         Edward opened the large glass bifold doors at the front of the kitchen, hoping the summer air would rouse him. Robert very rarely arranged to see Edward in this way, and he naturally assumed it was to do with Stanza. He had been trying to acquaint himself with his feelings on the matter, which were invariably elusive. Perhaps he was angry. His nights had been worse, certainly, and there, in the unlit room of his sleeplessness, unlit thoughts came billowing from the mattress, of course. But then again, he should be happy for them – for there could surely be no better partner for one’s close friend than another one. He could not begrudge love.

         Yes, he felt at times discarded. Yes, the interchange with the D’Angelo fellow had prompted fundamental questions about Robert as a person and friend. And yet, as his hand pleasurably traced the whipped sheen of the oak worktop, the glowing, lion-fur 36grain, Edward felt it was his duty to be a good friend, to be of service where possible, and to put his misgivings to one side. He had long felt Stanza’s happiness was one of his primary objectives, his daily preoccupation, and he must not deviate from this now.

         Outside, in the relentless heat, builders were constructing a block of flats beyond the garden, and he listened to their instructions and gossip, laughing in high-vis, and the harsh toll of metal on metal, the buzz of motorbikes beyond, untraceable shouts, the cicada-like house alarm and, now, the doorbell.

         ‘It’s a beautiful day in the neighbourhood.’ Robert washed in on an aroma of cut grass and cologne. He wore deck shoes and below the neat, feathery sideburns his temples were lightly stippled with perspiration. He carelessly tossed his jacket and sauntered through to the kitchen. Edward, an obelisk now, kept his hands by his sides, concealing damp patches.

         ‘Freshly pressed OJ, sire?’ he said, beaming.

         They talked of this and that, of Robert’s new house, of fledgling projects, of the film world at his door. Francis Bunderston wanted to collaborate: The Cherry Orchard, its press night yet to come, was already a word-of-mouth hit. It struck Edward as both baffling and inevitable all at once – and they landed naturally and inevitably on the night at the theatre. Madge was their gateway topic. ‘She’s got a lot going on, Madge,’ Robert winced.

         ‘Really? Oh dear.’

         ‘I know she’s on Lamictal. Think she tops herself up too. I met up with her in New York when I was there and – wow – real mess. To be honest.’

         ‘Oh, poor her,’ Edward said, and felt an unexpected swell of pity.

         Robert cleared his throat and traced figures of eight on the leather of his armchair. ‘So. Are we OK, then?’

         37‘Us? Yes?’ Even though he had been expecting this discussion, it caught Edward off guard.

         ‘Good. Great.’

         ‘Yep.’

         ‘That’s a huge relief, man. I really had no idea how you were going to take it. Thanks for being so nice about it.’

         ‘Oh, right.’ Edward realised the discussion was almost over. ‘No. Great!’

         Robert nodded. Edward was rigid in his seat and felt blood throbbing in his neck. ‘You mean about you and Stanza? Are you sort of … I mean. Are you together? Are you saying?’

         ‘Oh. Well, yeah.’ He looked up, grinned thinly at Edward.

         ‘Right. You bastard,’ Edward joked. Robert smiled at him, returned to his phone. Edward could see him liking tweets, empty hearts bursting with blood.

         ‘You’re a good mate, Ed.’

         ‘So are you. More to the point.’

         A moment later Edward inexplicably whistled two notes, which came out breathy and odd. Questions were struggling to form in his mouth. ‘I know it must have been hard for you guys, to know what to do, how to deal with it, you know.’

         ‘I’ll be honest – it’s been hell.’

         ‘Gosh.’

         ‘Stanza’s been so worried about you – she’s felt awful. That made me feel awful. So, you know … Common theme.’

         ‘You know, it’s meant to be this happy time, falling in love, and you have to contend with that. I’m so sorry,’ Edward said.

         ‘Uh-huh.’

         Rage writhed in the dimness below his smile. ‘How long have you guys been … togeths? Together?’

         ‘It’s sort of complicated to put a time frame on it.’

         38‘Yes. Of course. Just in terms of dates, I suppose.’

         ‘It’s just not … you know. It’s not done.’

         Edward assumed it had been a while. An underwater sensation untethered him from ordinary thoughts. ‘Is Stanza alright?’

         ‘Yeah. She just felt so sad for you.’

         Shame unwound again in his heart. ‘Sad for me – why?’ He laughed but felt his mouth hang open.

         ‘Oh no, no reason at all,’ Robert said hastily. ‘Not sad for you in terms of actually “Oh look at poor Edward.” But … maybe she thought you held a flame …’

         ‘You didn’t tell her that, did you?’

         ‘Me? God, no.’

         ‘Then why would she think that, then?’

         Something had choked out of him, in the volume and tremor of his words, saying ‘then’ twice, which he chastised himself for too. His anger had clambered out. He could picture it: fast eyes, pale from incarceration. Something was changing, and the air was still thick with questions.

         Robert was already embracing him, a hug like a muzzle, and Edward decided to let his enquiries be. He hated Robert passingly, perhaps for the first time. It was new hatred, which better resembled love perplexed.

         He turned to his friend and spoke with placid focus. ‘D’Angelo was alluding to some rather damning things about you.’

         Robert sat back and squinted at him for a moment. His lower jaw slid thoughtfully from side to side. The discomfort was palpable. Edward could not help but drink it in like cocoa.

         ‘What did he tell you?’

         ‘Oh, I wouldn’t worry about it, Robert. I didn’t believe anything he said.’ Yes, he relished the sight of Robert now, hunkered behind the tortoiseshell glasses, blinking at this disclosure.

         39‘But what?’

         ‘No, nothing, really. He just hinted at some things.’

         ‘Well, we’ve all got secrets, haven’t we, chap.’

         With that, the spell was lifted. Edward’s power dissipated. If Robert was purposefully referencing Meade, deliberately pressing on the bruise, he had managed to avoid doing so explicitly. But to Edward, Robert’s intent was obvious, in the undeviating gaze and the violently accented ‘p’ of ‘chap’. He saw flattened grass on beaten earth, and the boy’s thwarted face, and he could barely talk.

         ‘Indeed,’ he managed. ‘More OJ?’

         
            * * *

         

         Everything afterwards was civil. When Robert left, however, Edward began to clean the flat with a vigour and determination exceptional even for him, stomach crunches and planks interspersed. He was large but a good deal of his strength also derived from anxiety-reducing physical exercise. Once the kitchen was spotless (he bleached everything twice), he planned to move on to the living room. And he would have done, had he not noticed what glimmered now on the kitchen floor, at the corner of a kilim rug in damask and saffron.

         ‘So embarrassing but they give it to you when you buy one,’ he remembered Robert saying once, of the BMW keyring. He was forever leaving his keys in their flat.

         Edward thought of Robert’s house, a monument to an absence in his own life, and as always he thought of Kellerby too – a monument to something else entirely. Stanza must have seen Robert’s new house by now, but Edward hadn’t been invited. He looked at the keys, iconic-seeming, symbols of themselves, partaking in something he could not. Mining, he remembered. 40That was what Robert’s great-great-somebodies did. The process of making it yours: was that honestly the etymology? The coal, the ore – a plot of ground? A patch of earth happened upon by a man, any man, before time, and then mined? What did such a man think? It’s nowhere, no use, and nobody’s – but mine?

         Edward turned off the hoover and felt the silence of the room insinuate itself into his skin. He wound the hoover flex around its plastic handles, about twelve mechanical pumps of the hand, and restored it home next to his bed. After throwing on a checked shirt and a cap, he picked up Robert’s keys and left immediately. An idea was forming.

         He stopped in his front garden. No, it was absurd, surely. He couldn’t. He turned back to the house. But, looking up intuitively, he saw the sun had tailored a perfect shadow of a lamp post on the crisp-cut hedge. Of course, it reminded him of the lamp posts that came to life outside the Almeida. This was old-fashioned too – fin de siècle, he guessed – with a swanlike neck extending to a domed lamp-housing, which, cast thus against the bright-green hedge, conspired to resemble a bowler-hatted elderly gentleman, craning down to see what Edward was up to. It was as though he had risen to meet him that very moment. This kindly, hunchbacked creature seemed only to say, ‘On you go, old boy, on you go.’ Like a Victorian housemaster, or the school umpire, he was urging him on to bat. Edward chuckled at the idea. He knew it was only possible to confer personhood upon the shadow of a lamp post if its imagined instruction was one you already intended to obey. He chuckled once more. And yet, this small and silly idea, this character he’d conjured, which even now he knew to be completely ridiculous, was sufficient for him to hurry again out of the garden and along the street. He left behind him the courtly shadow partially ensouled. As he turned 41back to look once more, a soft wind disturbed the tiny leaves on the hedge, as though the shadow were nodding its head farewell. Plum, Edward thought. He would call him Plum.

         Now, in the ripening London air, an inextinguishable grin formed on Edward’s face. On the corner of Denewood Park and North Road two construction workers laughed ostentatiously as they manoeuvred some temporary fencing and, feeling levity permeate the atmosphere under the labouring sun, Edward laughed enthusiastically along with them.

         ‘Haha, alright, lads,’ he said.

         They turned to him, blank-faced. One of them smiled dismissively around his cigarette and said, ‘Alright, mate?’ and Edward said, ‘Yes, mate!’ and continued walking, adding ‘Indeed’ without looking back.

         The locksmith was open until seven thirty. He could have popped across the road for a coffee, but they said it wouldn’t take long for just two keys, so he stayed.

         ‘Thanks, I’m actually off to catch a flight to Seville later, so I don’t have much time,’ he said, a harmless piece of misdirection. He watched celestial sparks fly from brass, and two infant keys were born. ‘I’m a hotel architect. Designing villas by the sea.’ He was having to shout over the machine. ‘I’m trying to assimilate them into the natural gradient of the cliff!’

         ‘Uh-huh’ was the noise Edward thought he discerned over the wail of the cutting machine, which appeared to be pitched at the resonant frequency of his bones.

         A dissonant volley of emotions assailed him. The rage, of course, sparked out of him too, but he smothered it conscientiously. He decided he merely wanted to see the house, that was all. To see what the property entailed and, yes, perhaps, to understand Robert better, for this discordant array of feelings to 42be harmonised. He wondered again what D’Angelo had meant when he alluded to Robert’s darker past. In a sense, it was his responsibility to Stanza which compelled him to know Robert even more fully. That was all – for Stanza’s sake.

         In the end, Edward did not use the keys until the press night for Robert’s play.
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