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About the Book


Oliver has spent years trying to convince himself that he’s suited to a life of money making in the city, and that he doesn’t miss a childhood spent in pursuit of mystery, when he cycled around the cobbled lanes of Oxford, exploring its most intriguing corners.


When his girlfriend Kate inherits a derelict house – and a fierce family feud – she’s determined to strip it, sell it and move on. For Oliver though, the house has an allure, and amongst the shelves of discarded, leather bound and gilded volumes, he discovers one that conceals a hidden diary from the 1920s.


So begins a quest: to discover the identity of the author, Sophia Louis. It is a portrait of war and marriage, isolation and longing and a story that will shape the future of the abandoned house – and of Oliver – forever.
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Darling, 


It’s been a long time since I heard from you, but I keep writing, in the hope that you are receiving my letters. I do try not to worry, but find I can’t help it, and a letter from you would mean so much. I can never tell you how much I love you, and how desperately I miss you. I thought today about the Anglo-Zanzibar war, supposedly the shortest in history, recorded at thirty-eight minutes. That was how long it took for the English to see off a sultan they didn’t much like and replace him with one of whom they were fonder. I wish it were that war you had gone to fight.


Have I any news for you, I wonder? Nothing much. I am still volunteering at the hospital. Boll has occupied herself by falling in love, or so she says, with a very handsome man, despite complaining that the house is a gaol and she will die alone here, driven mad by the tiny noise of Mother’s needle going in and out of her cloth, endlessly, though the sound of steel against silk could never really be heard over the noise of Boll telling us how deathly bored she is, and in any case – as you might remember – Mother never actually does any sewing. She’s been working at the same piece for nearly a decade, and still nobody knows what it will turn out to be. Boll’s guess is a death’s head. My money’s on something subtle, but no less devastating. 


Anyway, I’ve no idea whether Boll’s suitor is suitable, as far as the business of suiting goes. He seems rather … raffish? She seems besotted; wants to talk about him every day … where he might have been, whether he has thought of her. And so on.


For this I have some sympathy. 


Mother is planning to redecorate the house. I find the idea of this unutterably dreadful. Father wouldn’t have had it, and though I don’t approve of men putting their feet down, I do wish he were here and he would. I can’t bear to think of the house being prodded and pried at and all its beauty peeled away. I suppose you think me melodramatic. Perhaps I am, a little, but I can’t help but feel the house is rather like a lovely face with a slightly broken nose and a gap in its teeth, and if those things were fixed it wouldn’t be so beautiful, or at least not so queerly bewitching. The tiles might be worn, but they’re worn in the shape of our feet; of our ancestors’ feet. Not to mention the dented dining table (clumsy Victorians) and the crooked chiffonier (slapdash Edwardians) and the frayed fauteuil from who knows when. And what will become, too, of the blameless birds of paradise – my childhood companions – and Comanche, my confidant; none of them committing any crime other than that of being over a hundred years old, and I never heard of centenarians being bumped off, to make way for fresh, modern humans. And you understand, I know you do, the feeling the house has; of all the years collected in it, like a treasure house. I’m convinced that’s the source of the peculiar atmosphere you remarked upon, the luxuriating ease of it, like a lion lolling in the sun, the quietness in the mid-afternoon, when it is filled with light even in winter, and nothing but the sound of the grandfather clock ticking and my mother’s mouse-like rustles. (In this picture, Boll has not yet come back from luncheon.)


I was ill, quite recently. I don’t mean to concern you, simply to explain the gap in my letters, if you have been receiving them. Anyway, it’s all over now. I shall explain when you’re home, by which time I expect it will seem like something very small, and not even worth mentioning. 


It is cold and dark here; the night dropping down each evening like a great black bear. (I know I told you I would never talk about the weather, but it seems I can’t help myself.) Everybody seems to have forgotten the imminence of Christmas. I have already crossed it out in my mind. We must celebrate it when you’re home, even if that turns out to be February, or June. Do you know, when I think of you, my memories are always of sunny days – despite our having had our share of sleeting walks, and hats blown off, and wet wool socks – rather as if the past has begun to seem haloed by eternal summer, when really it was probably only a few weeks of sunshine, and the rest rain. 


Do you remember the day we sat in the garden here, drinking wine and making plans? I can picture it so well: the house hung with flowers; the sun moving at half its usual pace across the flawless blue sky. We were sitting under the apple tree, and the light edging through the leaves spotted us both. I remember there being apples – though that tree seldom produced anything until autumn, at least, and this might be another quirk of my memory, a mis-stitch in its embroidery. But never mind; there are apples here, round and glossy and incontrovertible, and I am inclined to let them stay. 


We were talking about our children and what their names should be, and we gave ourselves the oddest feeling, imagining the same tree in not so many years’ time, belaboured by small boots, its apples carried off in grass-stained pullovers and skirts. Do you remember? We talked, too, about the places we should like to see: grand tours to Palmyra, Athens, Thebes. Yet these days I find myself fixing on smaller things: longing simply to sit with you at a coffee house, to eat chocolate cake together, to listen to Fauré, or to argue the merits of ‘Catherine’ over ‘Virginia’ – without a thought going beyond to little Catherine or Virginia’s arrival.


Darling, it will be over; perhaps not in thirty-eight minutes, but while we are still young, and able to go back to what we were meant to be doing before this inconvenient war came along. They say it will be over by Christmas, but they do talk a lot of rot, don’t they, and I never believed it. But spring, perhaps …? We here in England have been told a few things, none very comforting, about the Ottomans (whisper it) winning, and the possibility of evacuation. But I suppose you can’t write about that.


Dearest love, I wish you would answer me, if only to tell me if my letters bother you. I don’t know if my reminiscing consoles you or makes you sadder, if my talk of the future restores you or pains you. I don’t even know if my jokes are amusing. Darling, is it too painful to tell me how you are, to set it down? Write to me and tell me to shut up. God knows I’d welcome it. Anything but this silence. 


I shall probably have to start this letter again, and write something more cheerful, so I may as well be honest.


I can’t guess how you are: I have no idea what it must be like to be you. For the first time, I cannot even imagine it. Your life is a closed door, at which my outstretched hand fails, and drops back. 


You used not to write much, I know, but I haven’t heard from you in months. What I know of you comes from Hugh’s letters to Harriet; I am told you are in good health, whatever that means. 


I should like to know what you are doing, what you see. One glimpse through the darkness between us, just a keyhole’s worth. You don’t have to tell me anything that wouldn’t make it past the censors. Just tell me what you are thinking, or something of what you feel. Tell me what you hope for. Just a word, darling, please.




PART ONE


OLIVER
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Oliver Mittell, adrift in Friday afternoon, had let his mind wander. It was the first Friday afternoon he’d seen from the outside (which meant: not in his office – the place he had begun to think of as inside) in a long time. He thought maybe longer than a year. The date escaped him, lying just out of reach of calculation. It was a strange feeling, moving around the high, empty apartment on a day when everyone else had something to do. He went to the window and looked down at the grey shimmer of the city, trying to guess at how many of its tiny occupants were heading home to their families; how many were going out for drinks; how many were leaving London altogether, getting a head start on the weekday crowds making for the dreamlike green blur beyond its spiked and studded horizon.


It surprised and annoyed him that the place his own mind kept returning to – like a dog chasing a ball that had not been thrown, running to and fro with a look of expectancy, then confusion – was work. He wondered if he had got used to the weight of it; the pressure that he had felt almost as soon as he was inside the glass doors. He’d watched a TV show once in which some retired battery hens were rehoused in a famous cottage garden. Their bearded rescuer had explained that the hens needed to get used to the light and space, gesturing towards the shed in which they were huddling, point-blank refusing to explore their new freedom.


Oliver wondered if the hens had been experiencing the same existential panic as himself, albeit in a more primitive form. He had the sense of a newly wide-open space, and yet one that he was afraid to cross. He didn’t quite know what to do with himself; not yet. And so he took shelter in the apartment, trying not to think about what was behind or before him, waiting for Kate to get home.


Kate was in Oxford that morning, something he’d only found out an hour ago, as she had left before he’d got up. He had assumed she was at work until she texted to explain that she’d taken the morning off to meet Mr Hunt, the family solicitor, and would be home early. Oliver was disappointed that he hadn’t been able to go with her. He didn’t want to interfere with the complicated mechanisms of her family feud, clanking mysteriously along like a sealed production line, turning out new grievances on the hour, but he had wanted to see Oxford again. He hadn’t been back to the city since he’d left it, aged eleven, squinting out of the window of his parents’ Volvo estate. He always used to insist on sitting in the backwards-facing rear seats: a decision he had regretted that day, as he watched the sandy turrets of the city fade to a pointillist haze in the window, acutely aware that any tears would be witnessed by all the drivers behind.
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Oliver’s brightest memory of Oxford, glowing like Sirius in the distant firmament of childhood, was of the last day of school; a strange afternoon when several things fell into place, though at the time it seemed not lucky at all, but unfair, and it was only years later that he could look back on that day as anything more than poignantly ironic. It wasn’t long after his birthday, when he had been given a new bicycle; a gift that had, in the tradition of a fairy-tale reward, unfolded to reveal many other treasures. It turned out that he had been given a whole city. Afternoon after afternoon he cycled its streets – wide or winding, crowded or coolly deserted – as comprehensively as a cartographer, looking for anything vaguely exciting.


He ought to have kept a diary, he thought now. At the time he believed a memory was something you kept for ever. Now all he remembered of those weekday afternoons and their endless doglike rambles – nose down, snuffing along – were a few colourful fragments. An antique bookshop, its furthest reaches swamped in perpetual evening; a bricked-up doorway at the end of an alley; a pound in the gutter; a madwoman in crushed velvet who offered him a ham sandwich; a stone with a mysterious inscription in medieval English that he took home, only to find out it was part of a breeze block, and its carvings unsuitable for translation.


After the summer-holiday hysteria that had collected around the school gate had been shooed off the premises by the teachers, or rounded up and driven off by the waiting parents, and the whoops and cartwheels had died away, Oliver cycled home alone. He was taking a new route today, touring some of the more venerable roads, lined with trees as stately as the Georgian houses set back behind box hedges and twizzling wrought-iron gates. As he turned off one and into another, he saw a girl on a bicycle ahead of him, moving in and out of the late-afternoon sun striping the pavements, silent as a white bird.


He recognised Kate Castle immediately. He was as familiar with the back of her head as the back of his own hand. Two seats in front of him in assembly, three on sports day, but absent in his own classes; being watched elsewhere, by other small boys. He had never spoken to her. Partly because of the different classes, partly because Kate Castle terrified him. She had a surprising amount of presence for an eleven-year-old girl. She caught the eye like a unicorn, her shirt seeming whiter than the other girls’, her long blond hair (which she legendarily refused to have cut) pouring down her starchy-bright back. Even her bicycle was white, and she rode it with her hair streaming around her like a miniature Lady Godiva. Oliver, in contrast, was a largely unnoticeable child; a quiet boy camouflaged in the same clothes and hair as his much louder friends. He would have bet his new-found pound that Kate Castle would not have been able to pick him out of a line-up as her classmate, let alone remember his name.


He was watching Kate’s back so intently that he felt not just horror but guilt – as if he had gazed too hard, and the force of it had somehow pushed her – when her bicycle wobbled one way, wobbled another, faltered for a third and fatal time, and crashed down on to the pavement. The clatter rang along the empty street. He sped up, wanting to call out but not sure what to say, and by the time he came to a rushed and scraping halt alongside the girl sitting on the ground, he still hadn’t had time to think of anything clever or funny or comforting.


Kate looked up at him as if automatically registering the presence of another human, but no more. She looked shocked from her fall: having a sealed placidity undisturbed by his arrival; a lack of interest in her grey eyes.


‘Are you okay?’ Oliver asked. (Unoriginal, yes, but to the point. He thought he could have done worse.)


Kate held up her grazed hands, the raw skin of her palms studded with small pieces of gravel. They both looked at her bloodied knee.


‘Ow,’ she said. Then, ‘God, what a stupid idiot.’


Oliver thought she meant him for a second, and was ready to accept this judgement. Then he realised she was shaking her head at herself. She didn’t get up, occupying herself instead with picking the stones out of her hands. ‘I thought a squirrel was going to run in front of me,’ she explained. ‘But it ran back into a garden instead.’


‘Do you think you can walk?’ he said.


She looked at him properly now. Her eyes seemed very large. He thought they were the same colour as the moon must be, not high-in-the-sky white, as seen from the earth, but its mysterious grey surface. The Sea of Nectar, the Sea of Crises. Then she blinked, and he realised that she was trying not to cry. Tears collected in her eyes, trembling in a glittering meniscus above her lower lids, but didn’t spill. He was deeply impressed.


‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘It’s just a couple of grazes.’


Her voice was quieter and less distinct than he had thought it would be. Another surprise of the day: Kate Castle, a mumbler. His confidence grew and he cast an authoritative eye over her bicycle before pronouncing: ‘It looks okay. No damage.’


‘I don’t care, I’m not getting back on it. I’ll walk it home. It’s not too far.’


‘I’ll walk with you,’ he said, realising he sounded hasty; eager, but that couldn’t be helped. If she didn’t look delighted at the suggestion, at least she didn’t look disgusted, and when he picked up her bike for her, she took the handlebars with a wincing smile.


‘You sure you’re okay? I could go and get your parents or something.’


‘I’m fine,’ she said firmly, then, inspecting him, ‘We go to the same school?’


‘Yes, but I’m not in your class.’


‘Well, obviously.’ She giggled. ‘I’d know you if you were in my class. I’m Kate.’


‘Oliver.’


‘Tell me about yourself, Oliver,’ she said, in a self-consciously adult voice. ‘What are your plans for the future?’


He was thrown. ‘I don’t know much about myself. What do people normally say to that?’


‘I don’t know. You’re the first person I’ve tried it on. I thought it was a pretty good question. I saw a woman say it on TV.’


‘Maybe it’s better when you’re older.’


‘I suppose we’ll know what we’re like then, won’t we? Okay, just do the second bit. What are your plans for the future?’


‘I think I’d like to be in the pirate business.’


‘A pirate?’


‘No. I’d be a pirate investigator. I’d go around and find out where the dead pirates’ treasure was buried: I mean, like, I’d follow old maps, and disguise myself and question the pirates, or their grandchildren, or whatever, and decipher their secret codes. I’d have a metal detector and other stuff like that, obviously.’


‘So you’ll have a load of gold.’


‘Er, right,’ Oliver said, not having thought much about this part of the plan. ‘I guess so. What do you want to do?’


‘I don’t know what I want to do,’ Kate said. ‘I just have things I want. Like a Persian cat and a pair of high heels. And a cupboard of chocolate and a butler in charge of making sure it never runs out of chocolate.’


‘Yeah, me too,’ Oliver agreed. ‘Except the high heels.’


She sent him a sly look. The Sea of Love. Was that a sea?


‘So that’s settled,’ she said. ‘We’d better get married.’


Oliver, hoping to change the subject before the full-body flush rising up to his face hit his cheeks, said hurriedly, ‘Do you live around here?’


‘No, actually. But that’ – she pointed – ‘is my aunt’s house.’


They stopped outside a house recessed back from its neighbours, allowing it a small, half-enclosed lawn. It was three storeys tall, faced in butter-coloured Headington stone, with pillars supporting a modest pediment. Most of this was covered by a wisteria lavishly laden with hazy purple flowers, like layered smoke rising from the hookah of a caterpillar.


‘Cool,’ Oliver said.


‘I go past some days to spy on my evil aunt. But it looks like she’s not home. Her car’s not here.’


‘Evil?’


‘My dad doesn’t speak to her. He says she’s a mad old bat. I don’t really know why. But she does look like a witch. She’s got hands like a witch, anyway.’ She put her own small white hands up in claws.


Oliver felt the lure of the forbidden like a howl from a Germanic forest; a hair-raising summons from the Romantic. He stared into the wavering glass of the lower windows, reflecting their slightly distorted figures. A path led below the wisteria and around the side of the house, taking his attention with it. Kate noticed the direction of his gaze.


‘Want to go and look around?’ she offered, in a sticky half-whisper. Their eyes met; something arced between them.


‘One million per cent yes.’
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The path along the side of the house was half barred by a heap of black bin bags, a couple scratched open by cats or foxes; their contents spilling out. The smell of decay, ripe and sickly, wove through the currents of air like oil in water. Kate’s nose wrinkled. She hadn’t noticed the rat moving businesslike from one bag to another, its nose twitching brusquely, thorough as a police detective. There was a moment in which Oliver met its intelligent black eye; in the next moment it was as if the rat had never been there at all.


The two of them pressed themselves against the windowless wall of the house, edged past the bags and turned the corner to find themselves in a dense, blazing greenness. It took a second for Oliver to make sense of all the different greens, fighting and coiling like Medusa’s snakes, confusing the eye by clambering both horizontally and vertically, in hundreds of rustling layers, before the scene resolved itself like a magic eye picture into a large, overgrown garden. Identities and territories emerged. The darkly varnished ivy was tussling with the white bindweed over ownership of a sagging fence, while not far away, a honeysuckle, unchallenged, had claimed a garden table and swallowed a small tree. The lawn was an army massing under high spears, its regiments filing into the cracks between the paving stones to do battle with the dandelions. Above them the wisteria maintained a lordly rule over the house itself, loaded with its spectacular purple flowers, hundreds of fluttering confetti showers clamouring for the friskings of the bees.


Kate and Oliver walked into the grass, which dusted their socks and navy uniforms with pollen and sticky burrs. His mum was going to have a fit, he thought briefly, a thought that disappeared just as quickly, submerged in the particular euphoria of somebody else’s garden. Hoverflies scattered as they went. Human artefacts rose from the green tide like shipwrecks: a broken plant pot encrusted with snails, a forgotten pair of secateurs, a water butt brimming with a greenish moon, quivering beneath a dizzy party of tiny flies. A once-trained rose had toppled in one corner, its heavy flowers collapsed on the ground like swooning olden-days women. The smell of the bruised petals mingled in the hot air with the faint scent of the rubbish, which had sneaked around the corner after them.


They looked up at the house, which did not seem to him as repressive as it might have under the circumstances, despite its imposing height. It was much taller than Oliver’s own, modern house in the unremarkable outer suburbs of the city. He tipped his head back as far as he could and admired all the little details whose names he didn’t know – pediments; eaves; decorative brickwork half hidden beneath the thick twists of the wisteria.


Kate, becoming bolder, had gone to the kitchen window and put her face against it. ‘It’s not that messy,’ she reported, disappointed.


Oliver joined her, and they looked up at the other windows.


‘I could climb up and see what’s in the bedrooms,’ he offered, before being totally sure that such a thing was possible. Love and the wild garden had made him reckless. But as it turned out, the wisteria was unexpectedly sturdy, and finding footholds in it was not difficult. Up he went, crashing through the flowers, bumblebees droning around his ears, until he was at eye level with the nearest window.


‘Oliver! Be careful!’ Kate’s voice sounded further away than he would have expected. He decided not to look back down at her. Adrenalin had carried him up, and if he quailed, he’d have to rely on luck to see him safely to the ground again. Last week he’d read the story of the Monkey’s Paw: it had warned him that luck was a tricky customer. Luck had knocked Kate off her bicycle to bring them together, and he didn’t entirely trust it not to drop him a storey just so their friendship could be cemented by her weekly visits to his hospital bed.


He looked through the window of the back bedroom.


‘What?’ he said.


‘What?’ Kate asked. ‘What’s in there?’


‘Er, birds. Birds?’ Then, putting up a hand to block the sun, and squinting against the glass, ‘Oh – not real birds. Painted ones.’


‘What?’


‘I don’t know. But … it’s beautiful.’


The room was a frozen forest, filled with birds; some flying, wings spread in their turquoise sky, others come to rest on its delicately rendered branches. It was at least as bright as the garden outside, and more colourful. The room pulsed with the prismatic light of artistry; an overabundance of it, each leaf or feather different to the last. He gazed inside with the absorption of a much younger Oliver, pressing his wide eye against a View-Master, mesmerised by the oddly lit worlds within.


‘Um, Oliver,’ Kate said, as quietly as she could. ‘Don’t rush, but I think I heard a car pull up. And our bikes are out the front.’


The idea of Kate’s aunt’s clawed hands pursued Oliver in his stupid rush back down. He scraped his leg in his haste, dropped painfully on to one ankle, and hurried after Kate back around the side of the house, where they stopped for a moment flat against the wall. They inched their heads out until they could see around the corner. No car in sight, no dark aunt standing over their fallen bicycles, as Oliver had feared. Still, the two of them crept out into the front garden of the house as if trying not to trip invisible sensors, until the noise of a door closing in the house next door propelled them out into the open; a dash over to their bicycles; a hobbled, awkward take-off down the street, with no time to look back and see the old woman standing behind them, mouthing the beginnings of a curse.


Once they had turned the corner and left the road, they started laughing, euphoric with relief and lack of breath.


‘I don’t think that was her, you know,’ Kate said. ‘She’d definitely have stolen our bikes if it had been … Oh no! Oh, Oliver … look at us.’


They were covered in pollen, grass stains, dried blood and leaves. Oliver’s ankle, while not swollen, was throbbing steadily. They compared knee grazes and it was established that Kate’s was the worst. She acknowledged victory gracefully, with a modest shrug.


‘I better get back,’ she said. ‘I’m already late. And when Mum and Dad see me, they’re going to go mental.’


‘Oh, right. Yeah. Same here.’


There was a moment of hesitation.


‘Are you away over the summer?’ she asked.


‘We’re going to France in August.’


‘Are you going to eat snails?’


‘Probably.’


‘Gross.’


‘How about you? Not snails. Holidays.’


‘We’re going to Jamaica tomorrow. I’m supposed to be at home helping with the packing. But whatever I pack will be wrong, so I don’t feel bad. I’ll see you when we’re back, I guess. Unless you’re already a pirate investigator by then.’


‘Then you could look out for me when you’re near the sea.’


‘I would,’ she said, and for a moment a delicately strung silence stretched between them, vibrating like a spider’s line.


Then she said, ‘Hey, thanks for today,’ and smiled, and they both took up their bicycles again, and limped in opposite directions home.


[image: Image Missing]


That smile lingered with Oliver, the afterburn not even fading by the next morning, as he mulled his spoon through his cereal and smiled mysteriously at the memory of its faintly awkward gratitude, the pink girlness of her lips, the light gathering in her small white teeth, one chipped.


His mother cast a look into the bowl and warned, ‘They’ll go soggy.’ They already had, but Oliver hardly cared.


The smile was only driven from its number one spot in his thoughts by the news, later that week, that his dad – a chippy – had injured himself at work and couldn’t be a chippy any more, and so the whole family was going to leave Oxford and move to Milton Keynes.


‘I’m sorry, sweetheart,’ his mum said. Her eyes were sparkling with held-in indignation: a rare phenomenon; sighted only briefly, being usually followed by an outburst.


‘At least we’ll get to see more of Hugh,’ said his dad. Oliver’s uncle Hugh lived in Milton Keynes and managed a small office supplies company. He was going to take Oliver’s dad on, at a job he described ruefully as entry level. (‘But if we expand, Bernard, you’re my second in command. As soon as we have something to command.’)


His mother was not to be consoled. ‘It’s all very well putting a brave face on it. But it’s … oh, it’s just disgusting what they did to your dad.’


‘Tina.’


‘No, it is. Ten years with that bunch of … swine, and no compensation, no sick pay, nothing. It’s their fault. They’re wriggling out of everything. It’s criminal. His back won’t ever be right. Everything we’ve worked for …’


‘Tina,’ his father said, with more meaning. ‘No point worrying Oliver.’


Oliver’s mum accepted this and became thoughtfully industrious at the sink, only one further remark escaping her: something about the rich people hoarding all the money, and screwing over everyone else, until they didn’t even know if they’d survive the next year or be out on the street with their house repossessed.


‘Tina,’ said his dad again, but he sounded tired, and Oliver could see that he was inclined to agree.


‘Are we still going to France?’ he asked them. He could hear the answer in his own voice; the shaming tremor.


‘I’m sorry, sweetheart.’


Oliver nodded, and tried not to cry; but perhaps that was an art that required practice, or some secret kung fu technique, and in the end he found he wasn’t as good at it as Kate, not by a long way.


After the family moved, and much later – as Oliver himself left Milton Keynes for shared university lets in London, then to various flats around the city, circling closer and closer to the financial district like a fly travelling towards a plughole – that half-hour with Kate at her aunt’s house became something that did not fade but crystallised, a memory he cherished, with the uncomfortable awareness that it was ridiculous to do so. A couple of kids in an overgrown garden, an enclosed room of colour somehow more vivid and more alive than the rest of life; the moment itself as still as the birds that populated the room, unfaded and unchanging, while Oliver’s face, pressed against the window, got older and older, though no less wistful.
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It was fifteen years before Oliver saw Kate again, at a friend of a friend’s birthday party. He had looked across the room at her without realising who she was, though her blond hair was the same, long and loose and sliding around her shoulders as she raised her hands, turned her head, laughed; the hair and the woman in perpetual animation. He only caught a glimpse of her in the middle of a small crowd, and didn’t think anything more of it until someone at the bar said to someone next to him, ‘Kate Castle? Yeah, she’s single.’ Oliver couldn’t help whipping around, as if they had spoken to him, creating an awkward moment in which he, the informative girl and her hopeful male friend all looked at each other in surprise. He left the bar empty-handed, in something of a daze, and went over to join the group surrounding Kate.


It took a little while for him to find a moment in which to introduce himself, during which time he took note of her as an adult: the light reflecting off her green-grey dress like the surface of the sea, the grey eyes, now with a soft, clever black around the edges and even more vivid than before, her thin wrist seeming hardly able to hold the weight of her Long Island Iced Tea. Just as before, he was so preoccupied by the sight of her that he forgot to prepare anything to say, so that when a brief silence fell, as silences do, and she turned, almost magically, towards him – to see what this new shape in her peripheral vision would resolve into – he could only say, ‘Kate. It’s Oliver Mittell. I knew you – sort of – in school,’ and hope, wincing, that she didn’t draw a humiliating blank.


Unexpectedly, Kate’s eyebrows went up and her mouth actually dropped slightly open. He hadn’t thought that this was a real-life thing. Then she said, ‘Oliver? No way! I don’t believe this! I thought you went to France and never came back. I wondered if you’d really become a pirate.’


‘A pirate investigator …’ he murmured. ‘You remember that?’


‘Of course. It’s one of my weirdest memories.’


They smiled at each other – Kate with affection, Oliver half in disbelief – until they were interrupted by another man asking, impatiently, ‘Hey, Kate, did you want another?’


‘What? Oh, no thank you,’ she said. ‘Come on, Oliver, let’s sit down somewhere. We need to catch up.’


She looked around, then pointed into a dark corner where two seats faced each other across a small table with a candle. Oliver had the disconcerting sense that the evening had slipped beyond plausibility, but he followed her anyway, wondering at which point his brain (Drugged? Knocked? Insane?) had embarked on this exquisite fever dream.


They sat down and the warm shadows slipped over them. Kate drank her drink and stared at him with open delight. ‘What happened to you really?’ she asked.


‘My parents moved away before the new term started. My dad had to change jobs and I ended up in Milton Keynes. Not sailing the high seas, unfortunately.’


‘Bad luck.’


‘Yeah.’ He omitted the rest of the story: the year his father spent watching detective shows and avoiding conversation; the oceanic rise and crash of his mother’s anxiety about money. Whenever a door was closed behind the two of them, Oliver had the sense of a dark cloud growing behind it, so dense that it was almost a surprise when his parents emerged again, unhappy, silent, but physically unscathed.


‘You went to Jamaica,’ he remembered.


‘I went to a hotel,’ she corrected. ‘It could have been anywhere. That was the sort of holiday my parents used to go on.’


‘They don’t now? Have they taken to backpacking or something?’


‘Uh, they’re actually dead,’ she said. His smile quailed and scarpered, leaving his face in disarray.


‘God, I’m sorry … I …’


‘It’s fine. They died when I was at university. A while ago now. They were on holiday, as it happens. A high floor of a hotel in Dubai. There was a fire.’


‘God,’ Oliver said again.


Perhaps Kate was practised at recovering conversations by now; she was the one to deliver them from the thickening silence. She asked about his work, and seemed impressed by the explanation.


‘You must work pretty hard.’


‘Pretty hard,’ Oliver agreed. It was winter, and he hadn’t seen street-level daylight for a fortnight or two. ‘Let’s not talk about that. Tell me about your aunt’s house. I remember it so clearly. You know I’ve always thought of it as the house of birds. Because of the wallpaper. Which, er, sounds pretty stupid now I say it.’


She was frowning, and he regretted having said so much, sounding so eager. Then she said, ‘The wallpaper?’


‘Oh – you don’t remember it? It was in the bedroom I looked into. It had this spectacular painted wallpaper with birds and trees. It must have been over a hundred years old.’


‘Um …’ She was squinting off over his head, as if to see into the past. ‘No, I don’t remember. But then I didn’t go back after that day. My parents were pretty pissed off that I’d been nosing around there. And they never made up with Auntie Delia. She’s still alive, you know, which seems strange as she was so much older than my dad. She could be in a care home now, though.’


‘What was the rift about?’ Oliver asked. He had returned from abashed to eager as quickly as he had made the outgoing journey, and asked the question without thinking. He was too captivated by his memory of that afternoon, the jewelled room of still birds above the neglected garden, the sunlight of his last week in Oxford, and by Kate herself, as she was then and as she was now, still unicorn-pale, still slender, not especially different in person or manner from the other beautiful girls at the party, but seeming, unlike them, to have an almost mythical substance, mixed from contrasting spirits, invisible flames; the secret of death as well as life. She seemed more necessary, somehow. Then her eyebrows raised fractionally, his reverie broke, and he was abruptly embarrassed, asking about something that was absolutely none of his business.


‘Er … I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘That’s personal.’


She hadn’t taken offence, musing only, ‘Is it? I suppose it is. It doesn’t feel like that, though. I hardly knew Auntie Delia. I heard she was pretty strange. It was the house that caused the falling-out, actually. She and my dad both inherited it, but she wanted it so my dad sold her his half, at a cheap price, and then she started claiming afterwards that he ripped her off. Fairly standard stuff, I think.’


She lifted her hand in a gesture of dismissal, as if to physically smooth over the subject, pressing out awkwardness. Oliver watched her hand; watched her quick smile, her perfect mouth lowered again to meet the straw of her drink, silenced by the overpowering arrival of his own emotion, a tall wave of – not desire, surprisingly, but a piercing, ringing sense of tenderness that felt just as urgent.
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Just then the front door gave its familiar dimmed click, softened as all the sounds were up here; absorbed by the mysterious trickery of the flat, the mechanisms that swallowed up the clunk of the loo seat dropping, the cupboard doors swinging to, even the sound of their feet crossing the floor that looked like wood but was tougher than wood, people having done a better job than the lackadaisical trees. He could die noisily in the en suite without Kate hearing a thing in the bedroom.


‘Hello?’ she called now, and he got up hurriedly, as if to hide the fact that he had been daydreaming rather than dressing, though the pyjamas were something of a giveaway.


‘You’re back earlier than I thought,’ he said, going into the hall. She was dressed soberly today; her hair pressed into a glossy ball, her head and slender neck flowering between the stiff shoulders of her interview suit like a snowdrop. ‘You look smart. Is this how people dress for solicitors?’


‘I don’t know. I don’t think anyone knows. I probably could have worn jeans and flip-flops. God knows why I try to impress Mr Hunt. I’m the one employing him. And he’s getting a pretty hefty cut of the inheritance too.’


She kissed him on the cheek; he wondered if she had been going for the lips, before losing heart at the last minute.


‘I see you’ve dressed up,’ she observed, then, as if worried that she’d sounded too critical, said quickly, ‘I’m only joking. You can wear what you want, of course. Uh … not that you need me to tell you that.’ This last addition made her self-conscious, and she bent to tidy her shoes.


‘I didn’t know today was the appointment,’ Oliver said. ‘I could have gone with you. For moral support, or something.’


‘Oh, it was all fine.’ She took off her jacket. Underneath it her shirt had fallen into thousands of tiny creases. ‘I think it’s going to be fine anyway. I think greed has blinded the Calverts to the fact that they don’t have any sort of case.’


‘I’d sort of have liked to go … for selfish reasons. To see Oxford again …’


‘Really? Sorry, I didn’t realise you’d want to. I thought you might have been busy researching job stuff …’ There was a pause. Please, Oliver thought, don’t add anything. ‘Not that, er, you know, there’s any pressure to do that.’


And there it was again, the awkwardness. It was almost a week since it had gathered in the flat, and it showed no signs of dispersing. It occupied the space between them like a giant dead jellyfish: translucent, quivering, obstinately glutinous. Over their conversation hung the unspoken truth that most truths in the last few days had gone unspoken. The truth in this instance was that Kate hadn’t told him she was going to Oxford because she had been sliding carefully out of bed each morning without waking him, as if trying to avoid early morning intimacy – and the previous night he hadn’t seen her at all. She had been out for drinks with a girlfriend and had texted him at midnight saying Don’t wait up. He wondered what advice her friend had given her. Some rom-com bon mots, no doubt, about deserving the best; not settling; kicking the dead weight that was Oliver to the kerb.


The awkwardness had come about because Oliver had impulsively quit his job, after a month of working later and later and starting earlier and earlier, until the realisation that he’d had only two hours’ sleep gave a Kafkaesque flavour to the morning’s commute, a sense that deepened during the day: a grey-lit period of strange and surreal absurdity, a hallucinogenic fog through which the familiar forms of his desk and his colleagues, his own hands on the keyboard, writhed and shifted shape – and when his boss finally arrived at his desk, eyes lit with the terrible fires of cocaine and ulcerous pain, and called Oliver a whiny, demanding, unreasonable cunt for requesting a day off on Saturday, Oliver wasn’t at first sure if he had imagined it. He blinked once; twice; three times. Then he got up, tried to decide whether to sweep his computer off his desk or make a rousing speech, left it too long to do either, and settled on a wordless exit that turned out to be an unexpected success, if the angriness of one’s boss was a measure of success.


The worst part of that day wasn’t the shouted threats behind him, reverberating all the way to the lift, or the blank hung screen that was his mind trying to think of his future, or the admin afterwards (because, despite its apparent simplicity, the act of getting up and leaving resulted in more paperwork than if he had given notice), but the two hours of waiting in the apartment for Kate to get in from work so he could tell her what he had done. During those two hours Oliver gave a lot of thought to the theory of the best time to announce bad news. Was it, ideally, the week before the recipient of said news was due to fly to New York for a fortnight; the day after the funeral of the recipient’s aunt (even an estranged aunt like Delia); a few days after the recipient had finally sold her own flat, having moved in with the bearer of the bad news only three months before?


Probably not.


By the time Kate arrived home, tired and creased from the heavy air of the Underground tunnels, Oliver had already decided not to tell her. But then she asked, ‘Are you okay?’ with mild curiosity and one eye on the letters she had picked up and begun sifting – without really expecting him not to be okay – and he abandoned any idea of lying or even sugar-coating and dropped the bad news with all the care and ceremony of a digger driver finishing up for lunch. If he had planned it, it might have gone better. But he had opened his mouth to lie and the horrid truth barged through instead, surprising them both.


Films were to blame, he thought later. Not only films, but every book or cartoon or television programme he had ever watched. The line Tell her the truth! had been drummed into his unconscious so rigorously over the years that his own free will had been fatally compromised. Then when it came to the aftermath – Kate’s open mouth, the various things crossing and recrossing the grey seas of her eyes – all his cultural reference points fell unhelpfully silent. Nothing he had watched had prepared him for dealing with the delicate horrors that followed his revelation: of Kate trying to be understanding – to be cool – with only the odd flash of bafflement (‘You really didn’t plan it?’) or even anger (‘You couldn’t wait a month to find another job?’); both feelings completely justifiable; both of which she would try to deny.


They hadn’t talked about it much. Once Oliver had explained that he was under no financial pressure to get a new job, which was handy because he had no idea what he wanted to do, there hadn’t been much else to discuss. He guessed that Kate’s carefully gentle silences hid sharper concerns: not only her dismay at how he had surprised her, but a reasonable fear that he might surprise her again. He knew that she wanted to work hard, get married, leave work, have children, go back to work – and also that she would never, ever pressure him to hurry this sequence along. That same delicacy or pride was probably what prevented her from accusing him of messing up this barely discussed future, or voicing her fears about embarking on it with someone who might have further acts of cataclysmic flakiness up his sleeve. Still, he knew his advertising had been misleading: he was no longer the Oliver that Kate had signed up for. He was left to wonder how much this bothered her.


‘Anyway,’ she said now, rushing to change the subject, ‘you didn’t miss much. It wasn’t a fun outing. This house thing is a nightmare … a really boring nightmare. You know, aside from all the legal complications, the place is almost a ruin. It needs to be totally renovated if I want to make any decent money from the sale. Which means it’ll be ages before it’s off my hands for good.’


‘Hey … that’s our history,’ Oliver said. ‘You can’t talk about it like that. It’s where we met. The house of birds.’


‘The house of what?’


‘The room with the birds painted on the walls? You know? I guess you didn’t see it for yourself. Probably makes it harder to remember.’


‘I do remember,’ she said, but there was no movement in her eyes, no ‘aha’ shift, and he thought she was just being polite.


‘Well, it was pretty cool.’


‘Oh, Oliver, I’m sorry. You sound so wistful! I honestly had no idea you’d be nostalgic about it. I guess I’ve always seen that house as, I don’t know, not cursed, exactly, but a bad karma place. It’s never caused my family anything but trouble. I never thought I’d end up with it. I mean, I’m surprised Aunt Delia didn’t leave it to some cat charity or something. Anything to exclude me from inheriting it.’


‘I understand,’ Oliver said. ‘Not the legal stuff, obviously, but the sentiment.’


‘I don’t understand the legal stuff myself. I’m worried it’s going to take ages, and I was thinking that if those bloody Calverts don’t give up quickly – the way they did the last time – I could get the house sorted in the meantime so it’s ready to sell when they do.’


‘Who are the Calverts anyway? Who is it that’s started a claim?’


‘Their solicitor said he was representing a Mrs Godwin. She’s a distant relative of some sort but I have no idea how.’


‘Godwin? Not Calvert?’


‘Oh, she is a Calvert. Sort of. That’s what we Castles call them – it’s the side of the family they all come from. Really they’re Lennoxes and Montgomerys and God knows what else’ – here she managed to make it sound as if patrilineal name changes were a result of the Calverts’ basic failure to organise themselves – ‘and now Godwins.’


‘Bloody Godwins,’ said Oliver.


‘I think their whole argument rests on some long-lost relative’s will. They said it left the house to the Calverts and not the Castles. But they don’t have the will, because it doesn’t exist. And as far as I’m aware, it still doesn’t exist.’


‘That’s the extent of their claim on it?’


‘I think so. It’s insane, really. They’d have got the house long ago if they had any serious right to it. They tried this before – not in my lifetime; back when my dad and Auntie Delia inherited it. I remember my parents talking about it when I was young and saying that that house was more trouble than it was worth. But I never paid attention, and they obviously can’t explain it to me now.’


‘No,’ said Oliver. He touched her cheek gently and she gave him a look of tolerance, at his habit of sympathy, lingering long after the tragedy had passed. He took his hand back and tried not to look sympathetic. Even after a year, he found the impulse hard to suppress.


As he’d got to know Kate, he had felt more able to offer his support for her early bereavement, but she made it clear early on that she hated it. She was uncomfortable when other people brought it up; almost self-conscious, as if it were an illness, something intimate and shaming. She didn’t catch his eye (ready and waiting) when parents were mentioned; when they were moving in together and deciding whether to let out his apartment or hers and he asked her – delicately, euphemistically – if she was quite sure she wanted to live at the same height at which her parents had died, she said, ‘What are the chances of it happening twice? I’m safer up here.’ And so he gave it up and joined her in the present day, apparently unmarked by bad memories, if not bad dreams.


‘Anyway, the good news is that it’s sunny outside,’ she said now, looking out of the window. ‘You haven’t forgotten lunch, have you?’


‘No,’ lied Oliver. There was a short silence, in which he became aware of the effort she was making not to nag him to get dressed; her eyes dropping only once – almost pained, as if they didn’t want to but couldn’t help themselves – to his pyjamas.


‘Right! I’d better get dressed,’ he announced, his tone a shade too jolly, almost avuncular; and with a tiny shudder at himself he beat a hasty retreat to the bedroom. The door to the wardrobe opened smoothly to reveal rows of pressed clothes, delivered invisibly each week by the team of foreign staff who also cleaned the flat. Next week they would be surprised to see its owner in residence; a mess beyond even their capacity to clean.


Kate followed him in and began undressing, something that – even now – she was endearingly awkward about, wriggling inside a top to remove her bra; holding her shirt in front of herself until its replacement was in situ. He felt an uplift of affection that he didn’t know how to explain to her – or not without it coming out wrong – and hid his smile by delving further into the wardrobe. He chose a shirt and slid the door soundlessly back to its resting place. Sometimes, he thought, he would have liked to make some noise. The flat was like a padded cell; the only clatterable things the china and saucepans, but they had to be lowered as carefully onto the stone worktops as a baby into a bath. He wondered if this life lived on mute was calming or stress-inducing in its denial of a reasonable outlet for frustration.


As he dressed Oliver wondered what he was going to say to Kate’s friends when the subject of his job came up for discussion, which – Kate’s friends being what they were – it absolutely would. As if she had read his mind, Kate said, ‘You know, we don’t have to tell the others about you leaving your job.’


Oliver was surprised by his own thought; so warm and familiar in his head, now turned inside out and strange to him.


‘Why wouldn’t we tell them?’ he asked.


‘Oh, I don’t know, I just thought maybe you wouldn’t want to have to talk about it before you know what your plans are. Or if you decided to go back, or whatever, you might not want the whole world knowing that you left.’


‘Kate, I’m not going to go back.’


‘Right. Sorry.’


‘Please don’t say sorry,’ he said. ‘You can say whatever you want. You can say I’m an idiot. You can say you’re upset.’


‘But I don’t think either of those things,’ she said, looking away.


Oliver went to the window, where he watched the progress of a solitary cloud across the sky, heading towards the sun. He willed it to hold fast, but it drifted on, breaking up, dissolving in the burning blue bowl. Disappointed, he looked down to the street below. Londoners from this viewpoint had the look of a flock of birds, or a shoal of fish: a collective, though of course it was only the height that gave them the appearance of a common goal, all flowing in the same direction, towards the steps to the Underground. Beyond them lay the great flat Thames, so bright in the sun that its heavy lead was turned for once to silver. A lie, yes, but a seductive one nonetheless.


His mind went along the river, following it west out of the city, winding it back like a ball of string, tracing each loop and twist of it, until it reached Oxford. He wasn’t sure if he could really remember the sound of the small rowboats on the water – the sky seen from under a willow, shifting blue and gold stars caught in a dark net; a bicycle lying in the luminous grass beside him – or if he had partly created this scene, a diorama constructed of fragments of photos and TV shows, glitter and glue and an irresistible nostalgia. But an unexpected fact came back to him: this river was the Isis. He savoured the memory; pleased to reclaim something forgotten.


‘You know, Kate …’


She looked up, half in and out of a dress, curious at his tone.


‘You know …’ he said again, not sure whether the idea was a sound one, but forging on anyway, ‘I could spend the next couple of weeks helping you fix up the Oxford house. I could make a good start on it, anyway. Get things moving while you’re away.’


‘What?’ Kate said. ‘Really?’


She looked startled, but not hostile, as if the idea had flapped in as noisy and sudden as a bird – an exotically jewelled bird, maybe – and perched in their flat. They both looked at it warily, wondering if it was going to shit down the back of the sofa. Nothing happened.


‘Hmm,’ Kate said.


The idea was sound. Who would have thought it? Oliver allowed himself a secret moment of self-congratulation. Then he asked, ‘What kind of condition is it in?’


‘Ha. It’s going to take more than a lick of paint, put it that way. Covered in creepers, and that’s just the inside. It’s going to be like Raiders of the Lost Ark. Oh God. Is that why you want to work on it?’


Kate found Oliver’s interest in historical documentaries – along with hidden city alleyways, gravestones, and films about lost cities or arcane secret societies – baffling, particularly when she wanted to watch her favourite reality show about trophy wives in America. (‘That show is trash,’ Oliver once observed. ‘So’s that thing about the Bermuda triangle,’ Kate retorted. ‘At least my trash is real.’ To which Oliver had to concede she had a point.)


‘Well, you know I like that kind of thing. But I’d also like to help you. And to do something with myself. I can’t sit around here in my pyjamas much longer. This was the slowest day of my life.’


‘So you’d, like, project-manage it?’


‘Yeah. I mean, I’d offer to do the plumbing and stuff myself, but I’m not sure that’s a good idea.’ He laughed. She hardly seemed to hear him: she was wearing the thinking frown she so often bemoaned, worrying that it would give her a vertical line between her eyebrows. Then the frown cleared, and she said, ‘You know what, that could actually work. And you really want to do it?’


‘Absolutely,’ said Oliver, and Kate, touched, came over to kiss him. He put his arms around her and her head settled on his shoulder like a small, sleek cat returning to its usual spot. He caught the botanical, ferny scent of her new perfume. In the corner of his eye he could see a corner of her face, wearing its first real smile in days.
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‘Are you really sure? Kate asked him again before she left. ‘It’s so lovely of you to want to help me. But it might not be as much fun as you think.’


‘You’ve already warned me about that,’ he said. ‘Maybe it’ll be unexpectedly fun. Maybe you’ll even decide you want to keep it.’


She gave a delicate snort. ‘Yeah, right.’


They were lying in bed, eking out the time before her flight. From where Oliver’s head rested he could see the sky from the window and nothing else. The late summer sun continued its swansong, heroically and tragically dazzling, sending golden bolts of light over the floor, the bed, the pillows with their two upturned faces, one half smiling, one a little disappointed and trying not to show it. He said only, ‘It’s a lovely house. I wouldn’t mind living somewhere like that.’


She moved her hand up to his shoulder; put her head back to look at him, her eyes a pale platinum grey, clouded around with the ghost of her mascara from the night before. She looked concerned. ‘But … New York?’


Too late he remembered their big move to America; a plan that never really stuck in his memory however many times he pressed it in place; a Post-it note without enough glue, drifting down again and again to the ground. Living in New York was Kate’s great ambition. Oliver didn’t particularly care where he lived. He imagined their apartment in the cloudy skies of New York would be similar to their apartment in the cloudy skies of London, with the same aimless pigeons flying past. The coffee might be stronger, perhaps. Cabs would flatten and turn yellow. Roads would widen; pretzel carts pop up on the pavements, now sidewalks. Minor alterations. Their friends would be the same kind of people they knew now, their conversation pursuing the same interests: holidays and promotions and affairs and divorce, sounding only a little foreign, requiring – like all the rest of it – only a slight adjustment of perception to forget they had ever moved.


‘Of course, New York,’ he said reassuringly, but he could still feel the tension in her arm against his chest; the tightness of her neck. He wished they hadn’t spoken its name, called it up like Beetlejuice. Because it wasn’t a matter of ‘Of course, New York’ any more. Less than a fortnight ago it would have been; his company had a division there, and he could have transferred out with relative ease if this two-week assignment of Kate’s went as she hoped, ending with her promotion, a Manhattan apartment, and a social media profile picture of herself posing ironically with the Statue of Liberty.


As the silence cooled, the way they lay – arms and legs intimately threaded – began to feel uncomfortable, and Oliver was half disappointed and half relieved when Kate picked up her phone and exclaimed, ‘Shit! I can’t believe how fast the time’s gone! My taxi’s going to be here in an hour.’


Galvanised, she swung herself up out of the bed in one clean movement, like a swimmer diving into cold water. Oliver had always admired this ability in her. His own getting-up process was more hesitant; gingerly dipping a toe, wincing at the hostility of the morning, looking back sadly at the mussed intimacy of the pillows.


Kate went to the mirror, where she paused for a moment with the expression that always accompanied this routine: head drawn imperceptibly back, a look of quickly descending disappointment, as if she were in a restaurant and just beginning to realise that the meal put before her was meant for someone else. She worried over her body like she might over a car, speaking about it in the same terms: the importance of investment and maintenance. She was carefully sleek all over, from the top of her shiny blonde head to the varnished tips of her toenails, every one of her surfaces waxed, oiled, buffed. Standing naked in their similarly white and blonde bedroom, with its gleaming oak floor and opalescent satined walls, she looked like a pearl in the nacreous mouth of an oyster. On cue, there arrived in Oliver’s heart the twinge of awe he always felt at her beauty, just as he was still pained by her bereavement, even though both things were old news now, at least in Kate’s eyes.


Half visible in the mirror, Oliver could not help but be aware of his own raw and unfinished state. He contemplated his hair, pressed into wild shapes in the night, his dark body pelt, the general dishevelment of his limbs against the snowy bedlinen. He got out of bed; stood up consciously straight. A new worry struck him: the realisation that Kate would be thousands of miles away, in a different time zone, with plenty of time to think. He was frightened of what she might conclude.


[image: Image Missing]


The Oxford house was within walking distance of the train station, but Oliver’s memory of the city failed him and he had to navigate his way there on his phone, unable to give his attention fully to his surroundings. What he absorbed of the spires and bridges came in brief glances, none of it bringing any particular memory back to him. He couldn’t have said for sure whether his old impressions of the city – the glimpse of a dome, the sand-coloured stone below the blue sky – had come from childhood or from popular culture, and as he passed them he had the feeling that the present day was not recalling the past so much as overwriting it, pushing it endlessly out of reach.


His was the only disappointed face in the streets, which were busy with ice creams, tourists, boats for hire. The September heatwave had created a general holiday atmosphere. The late-afternoon passers-by had the look of people unable to believe their luck. Outside wine bars and cafés they watched the ice dissolve in their drinks; stretched their arms out to the sun; pointed incredulously at the solid blue sky.


Oliver left the gaiety behind as he passed from crowded roads into quieter ones, finally reaching the quietest of them all, the tree-punctuated approach to Kate’s house. Here the heat seemed to have stilled rather than energised the town. A haze hung over the roofs and streets; the air felt thicker, golden and lazy. As he walked along in near silence, the leaves that had fallen already crumpling gently under his feet, he caught the scent of that afternoon years ago, when he’d met Kate; the mingled longing and panic of it. He felt a sudden urge to look behind him to see if anyone was there. He wasn’t sure whether this was the ghost of his childhood mood – the spectre of her angry aunt Delia – or the result of Kate’s more recent warning, delivered with one hand already holding open the door to leave.


‘Watch out for Calverts,’ she said.


‘What? What do you mean?’


‘Half of them still live in the area. I already told you that.’


‘No, I meant, what would they do?’


‘God knows,’ Kate said ominously. ‘I haven’t run into them myself. My parents just said they’re a bad lot. They’re probably capable of anything … Oh, shit, the taxi’s calling.’


‘You’d better go.’


They looked at each other for a moment, in which the cooled unfamiliarity of the past week collided with the immediacy of their parting. Kate’s mouth opened but she didn’t say anything. Tears came into her eyes.


‘Good luck out there,’ he said. ‘I’m going to miss you.’


‘I love you,’ she said, with an odd inflection, as if she were answering something else; a question: You don’t love me, do you?


She kissed him goodbye – he felt the brief softness of her mouth, her hair dropping heavily against his face, where it absorbed the noise of his ‘I love you too’ – and whisked herself and her two gleaming cases out of the door in another of her single fluid motions. Before the door closed, she cried, ‘Goodbye,’ again; last-minute, sounding suddenly childlike, but before he could answer, the heavy fireproof door had swung itself shut.


Oliver did turn around now, giving in to the impulse he already knew was irrational, and looked behind him. The street was empty, streaked with sunlight. Cars passed at the end of the road without turning in, their noises muted. A bird hopped in a tree in the distance. His stupidity was confirmed. Striding abruptly onwards, as if to reassert his authority, he almost overshot the house and had to stop again just as suddenly, right in front of it.


He was struck by the simple fact of its existence; all three of its dimensions, its occupying of the same space as himself. He was reminded of times when he had been shown a picture of a person before meeting them; the picture itself failing to prepare him for the person in the flesh, or in fact doing the reverse, so that the eventual meeting was distinctly strange, as if the more he had looked at the picture, focusing and narrowing his perception to that single image, the less able he was to absorb the real thing. Too much reality, too suddenly. And so he looked at the house for a while, not only in a spirit of assessment but in one of comprehension, because it was so much more itself now that he was standing in front of it.


He had looked it up online a couple of years ago, with the arrival of the technology that allowed him to hover above the street like a bird, or a plane, or Superman, before abruptly descending to stand on the virtual pavement outside. Once again, he found it hard to separate his own memory from the image on the screen, the low resolution house that had become more blurry the closer he got. He wasn’t sure whether the cumbersome purple wisteria or the blue front door had been recorded by his childhood or his adult self. He knew that the curtains drawn in an upstairs window and the half-open gate had been something he had noticed later on, because he had looked the house up again on the train down and these details were the same. Back then the house had been occupied by Kate’s aunt Delia; now a ghost of the internet, her limbo ending only with the next update, a new camera driving by.


He saw now that a few months on, the house was no longer quite like his composite picture. Its recessed position still gave it the same appearance of having drawn back, as if in deliberate retreat. But the retirement that was once stately now looked vaguely abashed, and the front garden that must have been the last thing to succumb to neglect, having been kept up out of the pride particular to Delia’s generation, was as overgrown as the rear of the house had been. Striped spiders had stretched twinkling webs across the elfin, prismatic green. The wisteria was not in flower, while other, formerly obedient flowers had begun a very slow bacchanal: dandelions and roses entwined in the rising grass, bindweed curling around ornamental Japanese acers. The brass number 3 on the door was missing, or stolen, leaving behind a lighter-coloured negative on the blue paint. He tried not to find the absence unsettling. The drawn curtains of the upstairs window had been pulled back, or perhaps taken down; none of the other rooms, in fact, had curtains; a matter of fact removal of intimacies that had left the house looking awkwardly unclothed.

OEBPS/images/seen.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE

HOUSE
BIRDS

MORGAN
McCARTHY





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
A FEUD, A LIE,
A DEATH.
A LIFE REWRITTEN.






OEBPS/images/author.jpg
USRS el o i KujiY






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
TINDER
PRESS





