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The white devil is worse than the black


ENGLISH PROVERB




OUTSIDE A COOL evening awaited. The perspiration on his back and neck turned icy. He staggered through the darkness, his breathing heavy. It had seized him, like a beast, a monkey sinking fangs into him, clinging to him and weighing him down, waiting for him to tire; a predator making a kill.


Get as far from people as you can.


He climbed the stairs. When he reached the top, he stumbled forward. He pulled up a trouser leg and found his calves and ankles had swollen: taut, puffy; dragging beneath him like bags of fluid.


What was happening to him?


He was enduring the journey from life to death. The force he was confronting was taking its revenge on him. He was experiencing in the space of an hour what might otherwise be a slow, consuming decline.


He reached up and touched his face; felt the ridge of his own cheekbone, traced it with his fingertip. The fat had melted away. The sores grew in his mouth. The fever burned his cheeks. He was plummeting quickly through the expected symptoms. He realized he had very little time left.


It was going to kill him.


It was going to kill all of them.





PART I
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What exile from himself can flee?
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Gap Year


ANDREW TAYLOR STOOD alone before a gate. The growl of his taxi pulling away had long since faded. A sky, whipped by winds, changing preternaturally, galloped overhead: clouds, sun, low-slung fog, in rapid succession. So this was English weather. The place felt wet. A smoky smell (bracken, burnt by gardeners) stung his nose. From somewhere close, a church bell rang. He was on a high hilltop, a few miles to the north-west in the swirl of suburbia flung off by London. The taxi had dropped him on the High Street, a twist of road lined with whitewashed shops, three-storey town houses, and weary-looking trees leaning out of holes cut in the pavement. There were views to the north, more hills, rolling away, each stamped with a chain link of identical suburban homes: brown brick, chimney, walled yard. Until he saw the gate, and the eccentric building that would be his new home, he thought he might have come to the wrong place. This was supposed to be a school for England’s elite. That’s what his father had told him. You don’t know how lucky you are, he had said – repeatedly. But Andrew had attended schools for the elite. And in his experience, they were sprawling green campuses, with golf courses and big gymnasiums and gleaming dining centres … not buildings distributed along a street. Yet here he was. Twenty-five High Street, Harrow-on-the-Hill, Middlesex. Same address as on the welcome packet, on the brochure, on the welcome letter from his housemaster. And it looked like a fucking time warp.


First, there was the name. The Lot. It bore the funk of English eccentricity. Andrew already felt allergic to it. Back at Frederick Williams Academy, in Connecticut, the houses were named after donors. Andrew had been two years in Davidson, two in Griswold, and his senior year – the most decadent by far, in a large double room, perfumed by bong water and unwashed clothes – in Noel House. But the Lot rose before him now, a shambling Victorian mansion, ascending four storeys to an old-fashioned cross-gabled roof. It was constructed of mouldering red brick, with triangular nooks and attic rooms pointing upward, arrow-like, in various spots, while over the door – and elsewhere, wherever a lintel presented a broad hunk of brick – there were carvings on agricultural themes. Hay and scythes. Sunshine and tilling. Moss, soot and old grit competed for residence in the thin lines of mortar. A low wall, of the same red brick, encircled the place. Between the wall and the house lay a driveway of beige gravel, like a pebbly moat. The arms of the wall met in a gate: two square brick posterns, topped by cast-iron lanterns. Andrew felt his heart sink. This place was dank, cramped, old. The year he would stay here suddenly seemed wearingly long.


I don’t want to hear a word of complaint out of you. I moved mountains to get you in there.


Andrew’s father’s voice entered his head, unbidden. As it had a tendency to do. Fierce, southern-accented, accusatory. When Andrew was younger he used to hear it in the shower, arising from the babble of the water pounding the bathtub. He would stop the shower, get out, dripping, and stand in the doorway calling Yes? Yes, Daddy? when it had been nothing. Just the guilt; the internal clock telling him it had been several hours since he had heard the hammer and tongs of that voice. And Andrew had heard the voice plenty this past summer.


I sold the last of Grandfather’s shares for this. Sold them for pennies, in this market, to get your sorry ass out of trouble. What a waste, his father had ranted. What a failure for us all. Ah, me, he would groan. I never thought I would see this happen. Never.


That was the speech designed to stamp out any complaints about the school. Harrow School. The brochure had made it look like a miniseries on PBS. Scrubbed British schoolboys in jackets and ties and odd, tidy straw hats, which, his father informed him with some relish, were the tradition of the school. Choirboys. Andrew knew the school was prestigious. He knew he was lucky – sort of. But he couldn’t forget that he wasn’t here because he wanted to be here; not even because he deserved to be. Far from it. It was to get him out of sight, quickly. Off, across the Atlantic, to some cross between reform school and finishing school. So that his college applications would have a new listing at the top. So he would have a new set of teachers and administrators to write recs. So the last five years at Frederick Williams Academy would be just a footnote. I went to the prestigious Harrow School … and oh, yes, the equally prestigious Frederick Williams Academy. But the less said about that, the better. Maybe, with college applications bragging international experience, the gap between his ninetieth-percentile SATs and his C grades would stand out less. Maybe phrases like doesn’t apply himself … tests well, but lazy … and most recently, the packed euphemism discipline issues would seem less prominent.


Despite the urgent circumstances, the welcome packet for Harrow School had impressed his father. There was the school crest: a prancing lion, heraldic symbols, a Latin motto. Bragging rights: seven prime ministers had attended the school, including Winston Churchill. Andrew’s father had puffed with pride. The Taylors, in his view, were aristocrats. There had been the family plantations in Louisiana. There had been the great-great-uncle, the Civil War admiral, with a battleship named for him (every few years they got hats from some pal of his dad’s in the navy – dark blue with orange stitching: U.S.S. Taylor). And grandfather Taylor had been president of a contact lens manufacturer, Hirsch & Long, had made a small fortune in stock, and had been quite a grandee in Killingworth, Connecticut, living in a lovingly restored farmhouse – a landmark – with stone walls around a generous property. Never mind that Andrew’s father had floundered for years at American Express, bridling that he’d risen to be no more than a mere vice president, passed over for promotion to executive rank (due, no doubt, to his temper, and his poorly concealed snobbery); or that Hirsch & Long stock had foundered since the introduction of laser surgery and cheap Chinese imports; or that Andrew, the grandson, was now a certified screw-up. Never mind that there was no fortune or prestigious career to raise them to the upper echelon of Connecticut or New York society. They would be damned if they were middle class. They were American aristocrats, Andrew’s father thought. They had the stamp of quality. The Taylors deserved Harrow School. In the eyes of his father, this was a homecoming, not an exile.


But all his son could see was rules. Infantilizing, seemingly infinite rules. A tiny, prim pamphlet Andrew received, titled ‘New Boys’ Guide’, helpfully pointed them out.




No drinking.


No smoking.


No eating in the street.


No leaving the Hill without a chit. (Whatever that was.)


Boys must wear their Harrow hat to classes.


Boys must wear school uniform at all times. Except on Sundays, when Sunday dress is mandatory.


No wearing light-coloured raincoats to school meetings. (This one left him speechless.)


No food in the rooms.


Boys must ‘cap’ the masters when passing on the street – raise one finger to the brim of the Harrow hat.







For ladies or the Headmaster, boys must raise the Harrow hat.





Then there was the copious supply of precious, arcane jargon – cute nicknames, presumably developed over centuries, referring to every aspect of the school. The New Boys’ Guide offered a lexicon.




Shell = boy in first form. (Eighth grade, Andrew retranslated.)


Remove = boy in second form.


Eccer = exercise.


Bluer = boys’ school jacket, made of blue wool.


Greyers = boys’ school trousers, made of grey wool.







Beak = master (Teacher, Andrew retranslated.)





And so it went. Andrew felt the claws of claustrophobia on him, sinking deeper with every repetition of the word boy.


An all-boys’ school.


He felt awkward in guy groups. Remote and prickly, he was stung by the joshing of sporty types. His subjugation to his father made him hate bullies, and provided fuel for outbursts of violent temper when confronted with casual cruelty in the dormitory halls. And generally wasting time with friends made him anxious. It seemed inefficient. He could waste time so much better on his own.


On the contrary, he liked girls. They sought him out at parties and at school socials – that is, when he deigned to go. He would hang back and make sarcastic remarks or sneak off smoking, or better yet make plans to have a bottle of liquor available and get plastered with some small side group. Most Saturdays, by ten o’clock check-in, he would be untangling himself from some girl’s bra and licking the Southern Comfort and punch that had been deposited, second-hand, around the rim of his mouth. The bohemian girls – the dancers, the hippie chicks – thought he was one of them, with his black T-shirts and angry rebellious questions in class and citations of obscure or otherwise cool literary figures (Mr Wheeler, why can’t we read any Brautigan? Or Bukowksi?); and the preppie girls – the ones inclined to slum with the druggie kids – would sometimes venture his way as well. Summers, back at home in Killingworth, it was another story altogether. Girls with big hair and obvious perfume bought the package of Boarding School and Long Luxurious Black Hair. They would drink two or three beers and let him do what he wanted to them.


To get locked away on a hilltop with a few hundred boys made him nervous in a way he couldn’t completely comprehend. What happened when the girls, the sunshine and the warmth were on the outside and you were on the inside, chilly, English and isolated? It would be like passing a year in a meat locker.


Andrew squatted and gripped his heavy bags, and heaved one of them over his shoulder. He stood but he did not advance; he could not cross, not yet. The lanterns stared at him balefully; dirty and unlit. He felt that if he crossed that threshold, he would step into the nineteenth century and be lost there. You’d better get every damn thing right, his father’s voice came to him. Low profile. No rock bands (a reference to Andrew’s band, the One-Eyed Bandits, a favourite excuse for all-weekend bacchanals; cases of cheap beer and jam sessions until daylight). No school plays (Andrew had been busted for smoking outside rehearsals – twice). No party weekends (plenty of stories there). Homework and home. That’s your mantra. You make this good or we’re through with you. Andrew sensed the seriousness in his father’s voice. The anger in the eyes. The desperation. We’re through with you. Could his father really mean it? Cut him off? Throw him out of the house? Not pay for college? Andrew did not think of himself as spoiled, but the consequences of his parents being through with him, at seventeen, seemed hard. He knew the kids from Killingworth who never left the small town. Who worked in retail, or ended up as contractors – painters, landscapers, the guys who drove around in vans, eyes red from the joints they passed … We’re through with you. Did he want to test his father’s resolve? To find out what through meant? He was jet-lagged, sleep-deprived, hungry … no. Not today he didn’t.


He breathed deep and took his first step on to Harrow School property. Squelch. Into a puddle.


Fuck. Figures.


He shuffled across the gravel, trying not to drop a bag.


APPARENTLY HE WAS early.


‘You’re not due till five,’ snapped the woman who opened the door. She had frosted hair, over-mascara’d lashes, and icy blue eyes that might have once been pretty. Now she was all bosom and belly. She wiped her hand on a towel. Off to the right, through the vestibule, Andrew could see a door opened to a small apartment; a lunch tray; the glow of a television.


‘I’m supposed to live here now,’ he said emphatically. ‘I don’t have anywhere else to go.’


‘American,’ she observed, glaring at him. ‘Everything on your own time.’


‘Unfortunately there weren’t any flights to Heathrow scheduled to land when the maid was ready.’


‘Maid?’ She drew herself up, angrily. ‘I am Matron.’


Was this a name, or a title? She announced it with ontological pride, as if Matron were an element in the periodic table, and she were made of it.


‘And I’ve been travelling since last night. May I please come in?’


Matron – the Matron? – took a theatrical step to one side and let him through with a resigned sigh.


THE LOT, IN keeping with its appearance, was something of a mess inside. Old glossy paint; battered bulletin boards; an overall dimness. The fumes of a disinfectant hung about, as if the place had been mopped in a hurry to prepare for the incoming boarders. Stairwells and passages spun outward from the main foyer. Up three flights of stairs – made of heavy slate, worn in the centre by many years’ use – Matron led Andrew to his room. It shared a short corridor with three other rooms – all Sixth Formers, Matron told him (seniors, he silently translated). Its ceiling was slanted, giving it a cosy feel.


‘I suppose you’d like a tour,’ grumbled Matron.


The Lot, she said, bustling up to the next storey, was really two houses: this one – the original, with all the character – and a new one, constructed on to the back of the original. She whirled him along passages and hallways. The house held sixty boys, Shells to Sixth Form. Wooden plaques with the names of the house’s former residents carved into them (Gascoigne, M.B.H.; Lodge, J.O.M. The Hon; Podmore, H.J.T.) lined the walls of the longer corridors; upstairs there were common rooms with satellite TV and kitchenettes. Downstairs there was a snooker room, music rooms, shower and baths. (Snooker? he wondered.) They passed a filthy brick pit with a net covering that Matron referred to as the yarder – clearly a place to play, blow off steam in bad weather. A few abandoned balls were trapped in its webbing like inedible flies.


Then they descended a narrow stair into a warren of tight passages and low ceilings.


‘This the basement?’ Andrew asked. He felt a chill crawl up his arms. ‘It’s cold. Feels like someone left the fridge door open.’


Matron shot him a look of annoyance. ‘You must have caught something on the plane.’


He began to respond – Hey, I wasn’t criticizing – but stopped. There was something different about the basement. It was as if all the crumbling and decrepit parts of the house had been banished down here. The ceiling showed bare beams with beehived plaster and old bent nails, like somebody’s attic. The walls bared their brickwork like the layers of an archaeological dig: in one place, herringboned, cathedral-like; in another, ranged in crude verticals, chewed by age, the survivor of a poorer, cruder era. Along the walls, older name-plaques stood stacked against the walls, gathering dust like ancient shields in some neglected treasure room. They were not the warmer, walnut-coloured ones hanging on the walls upstairs; the blackness of their lettering merged into stained and sooty wood, as if the old plates themselves were forgetting the names carved into them. A dull, almost drugged sensation came over Andrew. His mind went into slow motion, taking all this in. Maybe he had caught something on the plane. The place seemed to throb. Here is where they hide the history.


They walked over to the shower stalls, a long, rectangular box of terracotta tile, lined with shower heads and soap trays. You can fight your way for a spot through all the naked boys, Matron was wryly saying, and as she spoke the words, she conjured the pictures, bare white figures twisting to bathe and scrub themselves through a scrim of steam. Andrew shook off the image. It was as if it had materialized, then vanished, of its own accord.


‘I don’t like it down here,’ Matron continued. ‘Gives me the creepy-crawlies. There’s a ghost in the Lot, you know. Boys tease that it’s up in the rooms. I think it’s down here.’


‘Ghost?’ he said.


‘If you believe that sort of thing.’


‘Not really,’ he drawled.


THEY COMPLETED THE tour, Matron chattering about the rules of the house. Andrew, at last, could not take any more in. His face screwed up, his eyes tightened. Matron caught his expression.


‘You’re tired,’ she said.


Without another word, she led him to his room and withdrew quickly, knowing from years of experience what was coming next.


Andrew flung himself on the bare mattress, and, to his shame, found himself crying. He plunged his face into the starchy, uncased pillow, not wanting Matron to hear. It all piled on top of him suddenly, on his hazy, jet-lagged brain. The long journey. The crummy loneliness of the place. That vertigo underpinning everything: How did I end up here. How can I last a year here. It lasted for two short minutes. Then he fell into a stupor.


SMEARING DROOL FROM his chin, Andrew awoke to a soft knock and the whoosh of his door opening. You need a minute? came a voice. His eyes focused and Andrew saw his first Harrovian. Small-framed, and far from being a sickly boy cased in a wool uniform, a young man stood who was forged from sunshine: his clothes were colourful, stylish, expensive, unfamiliar – no fusty Brooks Brothers stuff here, but a purple shirt with a splayed collar and fitted, unpleated trousers and a suede jacket. His hair made tight yellow curls along his forehead; his eyes were deep-set and sympathetic. He was lean, athletic. The tendons around his neck quivered when he moved, his chest smooth and tanned a rich gold. Andrew gazed at him as if he were dreaming. Was this what they were like at Harrow? He felt soft, and pale, and … American. The specimen grinned at Andrew.


‘You’re the American,’ he stated. ‘I’m Theo Ryder, next door.’ Andrew caught a different accent here: Nixt dooh. ‘Matron told me you might need a bit of an introduction to the place.’


‘Did she?’


Theo laughed. ‘Not exactly warm and fuzzy, is she? You get used to it.’


‘Oh, so this isn’t your first year at Harrow?’


‘I’ve been here since I was twelve. I was one of these Shells. Crying for my mummy into my pillow every night.’


Andrew flushed and wondered whether his tears had left visible tracks.


‘Have you got your kit?’ Theo continued.


‘My …’


‘Ties, boater, so forth.’


‘No, I’ve got to get a boater.’


‘Godda gedda boaterr,’ Theo said with a grin, imitating his accent. ‘You don’t have anything? No greyers, nothing?’ Andrew shook his head. ‘We have work to do. Come on. Let’s get you to Pags & Lemmon.’


THEY STROLLED TO a dusty outfitter’s, where a white-haired man with a wall eye (Hieronymus Pags, Andrew read on a business card on the counter) measured his chest, neck and head and produced a heap of clothing: greyers, bluers, Harrow hat and Harrow ties. His outfit for a year. The Harrow tie is black, Mr Pags explained with a simper, in mourning for Queen Victoria.


Andrew stood in the mirror. He looked like a half-tamed animal, packed into the confining clothing, his wild black hair spilling out of the top.


But he could not – or would not – tie the tie. It was the final submission. The dog collar. Theo laughed and climbed behind Andrew, standing on a chair and facing the mirror so he could see the gestures from his own perspective. His hands twisted around Andrew’s neck; Andrew squirmed; but Theo affably tugged and yanked until the job was done. He patted Andrew on the shoulder.


‘No escape now, mate. You’re one of us.’


THEO WAS AGAIN his guide on the way to the dining hall – a low, 1970s structure, accessible through an unlabelled arch on the High Street.


This was a good thing, because anarchy awaited inside: a steamy, low-ceilinged room of brown brick, ababble with hundreds of boys’ voices. Two food lines stretched back from the kitchens. To amuse themselves, two huge boys had started pushing at the end of the lines, putting their shoulders to their companions and knocking them forward, like flexible dominoes. Oi, went up the aggrieved shout. Faces crinkled in annoyance. Monitors appeared – nervous in their roles as rising Sixth Formers, exercising their authority for the first time – and strained to hold the boys back like Security at a rock concert. Andrew eventually received a white plate with two fried eggs and a ladleful of beans. He was pleasantly surprised. It wasn’t gruel. He followed Theo across the room – weaving through boys in bluers and past an enormous toast station, heaped with grainy bread and lined with a half-dozen toasters and bowls of red jelly; these boys would live on toast, Andrew was to discover – towards a long, heavy wooden table against the window. This was the Lot’s Sixth Form table. The lower forms ate at their own tables, perpendicular to this one.


Theo introduced him.


‘Oi, everyone: Andrew, from America. Say hello like human beings.’


‘Go fuck yourself, Ryder.’


‘Yeah, go fuck yourself.’


‘Fuck you too, Yank.’


‘Yeah, piss off.’


There was sniggering at this.


‘Eat shit, assholes,’ snarled Andrew.


The crew looked up, somewhat startled that Andrew had not taken their remarks in fun.


‘Charming.’


‘That how they say hello in America?’


‘Is that how you say hello in England?’ Andrew snapped back.


‘It’s English humour, man,’ piped up one stocky boy with tight brown curls. ‘Americans don’t understand English humour.’


‘Let’s try this again,’ said Theo wearily. ‘Andrew is a new student. He’s here on his gap year.’


‘You’re spending your gap year … here?’


‘You must be insane to come to this place.’


‘What’s a gap year?’ asked Andrew.


‘What’s a gap year?’ sputtered the stocky boy again. ‘Were you born yesterday?’


‘Year for travel, before university,’ Theo explained, then gestured to the stocky boy. ‘May I introduce Roddy Binns.’


‘Total freak,’ added the freckled boy next to Roddy, as if this were Roddy’s subtitle.


‘Fucking loser,’ added another farther down the table, who threw a bunched-up napkin at Roddy.


‘You’ll have to excuse them. I seem to be the only one with any manners around here.’ Roddy stood and shook Andrew’s hand.


Roddy was the house oddball, Theo later confided; the others referred to him as nouveau, as in nouveau riche, because his father owned a chain of fast-food restaurants in London; Roddy was addicted to comics and spent most of his time in his room. He was a lightning rod for abuse, Theo explained, shaking his head.


‘Oh, sit down, you git,’ barked the napkin thrower in disgust.


That, Theo told Andrew, in an aside, was St. John Tooley. Tan, with high cheekbones and a bored, slack manner, his father, Theo whispered, was one of the hundred richest men in England. Tooley, as in Tooley, Inc., the global temp placement firm. As in Sir Howard Tooley.


A boy named Hugh was introduced: he was over six feet tall with long features and a willowy manner. He was greeted with a volley of insinuating cat sounds, a kind of Mrrrowww. Hugh’s eyes went dark. This, Andrew realized, must be the term of abuse for suspected homosexuals. Real subtle.


And so it went. Andrew had the sensation of having crashed someone else’s family vacation – all the squabbles and petty hatreds of prolonged cohabitation were here in evidence. Epithets, embarrassing anecdotes; alliances and animosities. In succession each of them spilled bits and pieces to Andrew. He quickly realized this group had started together as Shells, and were desperate for someone new to tell their stories to.


‘So what’s the deal with the ghost?’ he ventured, during a lull.


Shhhh, he was told.


‘New boys,’ someone stage-whispered. ‘We’ll tell one of them tonight.’


‘Tell them what?’


‘We pick someone,’ explained a boy named Rhys, who, it turned out, was head of house; a stocky, genial guy with straw-blond hair from Wales who was studying agriculture. ‘And tell him his room is haunted.’


‘Someone died in that very room,’ offered someone in a spooky tone.


‘Then later we come in and completely abuse him.’


‘Soak him.’


‘Scream.’


‘Remember the year they dumped Pat out of bed?’


‘The poor bastard thinks it’s the ghost and loses it,’ explained Rhys. ‘It’s totally wet.’


‘Fuck it is, it’s funny.’


‘It’s a Lot tradition.’


‘How’d you get hold of that, on your first day?’ someone asked him.


‘I thought I felt a chill in the basement.’


A questioning glance was passed around the table.


‘Matron mentioned it,’ he explained to fill the awkward silence.


‘So why are you here?’ asked a large, muscular boy next to St. John. This, Theo explained, was Cam: short for Cameron Findlay. Scot. His family held a patent on wind-turbine technology, Theo whispered, and Cam knew more about science than most masters. Andrew found this hard to believe: Cam was a thickset boy of enormous size; arms, legs, body all rounded and heavy as slabs of meat. (He’s an undefeated boxer, Theo explained. He had a square nose, a thrusting chin, and a face spread wide and flat across a football-shaped skull, with watchful, squinting eyes and short red hair in a Roman cut. He looked like a menacing and steroidal version of Ernie from Sesame Street. Cam seemed to speak rarely, except to add to a communal joke, but when he did, the others paused to listen. St. John’s every jerky movement seemed designed to amuse Cam.


‘Don’t ask him that,’ protested Theo. ‘It’s his business.’


‘Why not? You never see new boys in Sixth Form. There must be a reason.’


‘Yeah, why are you here, Yank?’ demanded St. John.


The table went quiet. Andrew hesitated.


‘Uh-oh, he’s going to tell us to eat shit again.’


General laughter.


‘My father thought it would be a good idea to take a year abroad,’ said Andrew, carefully.


‘Mrrrowww, dad-dy,’ came the catcalls.


‘Your dad? Why?’


‘What do you mean, why?’ Andrew parried, stalling for time. ‘To get my grades up. And reapply to colleges. Universities.’


‘Are you taking A-Levels?’ persisted Cam.


Andrew paused. ‘What are A-Levels?’


Pandemonium ensued. Roddy especially could barely stay in his seat. You don’t know what A-Levels are? Are you mentally retarded? Do you even have schools in America? And so forth. It turned out A-Levels were big exams at the year’s end; everything in the whole school year led up to them. Whoops. Exploded by Andrew’s outrageous lack of knowledge, the conversation took different turns, and Andrew was out of the hot seat. But he caught Cam eyeing him. No one who’d crossed the ocean to better his grades would not know what A-Levels were, and Cam knew it. So what was Andrew the American hiding?


A BRIEF HOUSE meeting followed, where the boys crowded on to benches in a long common room. Andrew stared at the framed photographs lining the walls: house photos. Rows of boys lined up in the garden in tailcoats. First in colour, then, as the dates stretched back to the 1960s, in black-and-white. For one of the years the picture had bleached out. In place of faces was a white-hot, radioactive glow. Andrew was forced to stop looking when the boys on one end of his bench tried shoving the last guy off the other end.


Then came a scramble, and smirks: the housemaster had arrived, late. Fawkes, they whispered. Piers Fawkes swept in in his black beak’s robes, a slim, slightly stooped forty-five, his light brown hair boyish and uncombed, and his large eyes bulging slightly, giving him the placid, somewhat clownish expression of someone who’d been caught napping at his own birthday party. Drunk and useless, Rhys told him, shaking his head. Who arrives late to the first house meeting? Then added a single word – Poet – as if that explained everything.


AFTERWARDS, ANDREW STAGGERED to his room. He Could not absorb any more. Theo stopped him in the corridor.


‘All right, mate?’


‘My brain is mush.’


‘It’ll come. Want a lager?’


‘What?’


‘Beer.’


‘You sneak them in?’


‘Sneak? I don’t sneak anything. It’s my beer allowance.’


Andrew blinked. ‘From home?’


‘From the bloody housemaster. God, you are tired. Come on. Beer?’


Andrew hesitated. His father’s voice materialized again. You make this good or we’re through with you.


‘It’s been a long day.’


‘Don’t worry about those wankers.’ He nodded towards the rest of the house. ‘That’s just the way they are.’


‘I get it. Rain check on that beer.’


Puzzled look. ‘Rain jacket?’


‘Never mind. Goodnight.’


SLEEP CAME LIKE a whirlwind, more frenetic than the stone drop of that afternoon’s nap. He had travelling dreams: aero-planes, escalators, passport lines, non-stop images flashing like some endless video game. These combined with a relentless review of all the new language he’d been exposed to, as if his subconscious mind were scribbling it down for an exam: questions that rose in the middle, not the end of the sentence (have you ever BEEN there?); new idioms (lift, brilliant, jumper) and pronunciations (hoff for half chizz for cheers – what does cheers mean anyway?). Then the images sped up, reached nauseating speeds.


The bleached-out faces from the common room photographs.


X-rays. White hair and black faces.


Uniforms. Black clothes. Straw hats.


The face of a single Harrow boy with white hair came into view. Then whipped around and around, a repeating frame in a feverish slide show.


The face came closer with each pass. It pulsed with raw intensity. He knew, in his dream, that the face belonged to someone intensely exciting. Andrew grew aroused. He felt his heart beating, felt himself simultaneously panic and thrill.


He woke with a start. He was sweating. Disoriented in the dark.


School, he breathed. England. Dorm room. Then: sleep.


He drifted to murkier depths, free at last of word and image. He slumbered until his travel alarm woke him, at seven, with its merciless electric whine.
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A Wrong Turn


ANDREW HAD LITTLE time the next morning to reflect upon his dream. Only in the in-between moments. Pulling on his socks, standing in line for eggs and kippers (They really serve kippers here, he observed in surprise; they were fried, brown and oily; not tempting). His anxiety came at him, obliquely, as anxieties do, and therefore all the more distressing; not with a bold proposition (One night in a boys’ school and you have become gay) but with an insinuation (Theo stood very close to you yesterday, shepherded you, tied your tie; Theo is good-looking, tan, stylish … then you have that dream). Andrew would not have admitted it, but his previous boarding school, Frederick Williams, had been a coddling place. Its faculty consisted of baby boomers who oozed liberal virtues and tried to force these on to their pupils in the form of self-congratulatory fund-raising for Haiti, or a Diversity Day that included a handful of brave ‘out’ senior boys and girls identifying themselves as officers of the student group Pride. Tolerance for homosexuality was not only officially demanded; it in fact took root; so while Andrew rebelled against his school (in a Holden Caulfield way, believing its leafy opulence was really somehow oppressive to its students), he had internalized these American cultural sensitivities. Back home, he could have (cautiously) cornered a friend or a teacher and talked about his apprehensions, his experience. He had wit enough now to look around him and realize that in his current environment – the taut English faces, the centuries-old traditions of dress and name (Churchill songs, Churchill buildings; every house named after some long-dead Ur-beak) – such sensitivities were not shared; or at least, not outwardly. Look at the way they abuse Hugh. He sensed, rightly, that in an all-boys’ school homosexuality was the greatest sin. The more convenient the transgression, the more potent the taboo. He would keep the vivid dream to himself.


He had no chance to reflect or talk anyhow. He had overslept. He nearly missed breakfast. He arrived two minutes late to class – lessons – dishevelled, unwashed and breathless.


THE CLASSROOM WAS small and square. Individual desks were arrayed in a phalanx. (At FW there had been round tables – so egalitarian.) Here a dais stood at the front (so hierarchical). A beak sat waiting there, legs crossed, a kind of statue. This was Andrew’s first Harrow class. For this beak, it was his thousandth. Mr Montague. Silver-haired. Skin mottled with age. A dapper but countryish green suit under his black robes. Mouth tucked in an ironic pout. Eyebrows in a permanent arch; they rose slightly at Andrew’s late entrance. But Andrew was not the last. One more seat sat empty. Mr Montague exchanged some banter with the boys while they waited. The banter was larded with respectful Sirs, seasoned with eager, show-offy anecdotes from the newly risen Sixth Formers. All this was friendly, even affectionate, Andrew noticed. (At FW, the baby boomer faculty who had chosen such a low-paying career as teaching were treated with suppressed contempt by the students, children of Wall Streeters, who knew that grades didn’t matter, didn’t help you make millions; that these teachers, then, must be little better than servants.) At last a strapping, peach-complected boy entered, hair shower-wet and tousled. Good morning, Utley, said Mr Montague pointedly. Morning, sir, Utley said with a blush. Mr Montague stood. He held up a volume of Chaucer.


‘A-Levels are upon you, kiddies. And what better time to learn to read, pronounce and comment upon … Middle English.’ He smiled wolfishly as the anticipated groan went up from the class.


ANDREW REMAINED LOST and late through the morning. He ran to his next activity. The New Boys’ Tour. A throng of little boys in hats pushed down the High Street. That must be it, he thought, and only when he approached did he realize that he would be joining a company of Shells. Eighth graders. Andrew joined their ranks. They were herded from one Harrow landmark to another. He towered over even the tallest of them, feeling like the big hairy dumb one who had been kept back five times. Cam had been right – there were no new students in the upper forms.


Finally they came to the Vaughan Library, oppressively quiet, more a museum than a place to study, boasting stained-glass windows and Plexiglas cases protecting rare manuscripts. There the librarian – small, round and sixty, with an orange bob and the no-nonsense air of an Englishwoman on camelback – introduced herself with the Bond-villainish name of Dr Kahn, and opened with a five-minute harangue scolding them not to eat in the Vaughan Library before launching into her prepared remarks on school history. Andrew zoned out. The little boys fidgeted with boredom. That is, until the girl was introduced.


‘Miss Vine, would you stand?’ called out Dr Kahn.


There followed a shuffle of interest, and a craning of necks.


As you see, the adoption of the Harrow uniform chosen by Miss Vine for a girl’s use is by chance – or simply good taste – the closest thing you will see to the original boys’ uniform, continued the librarian. No tie. An open collar. White shirt – the original would have been linen, of course. You see before you a reasonable facsimile of how a Harrow boy would have appeared before, say, 1850.


Names and dates and school history are no way to get a twelve-year-old boy’s attention. Miss Vine, however, was. Little boys – a hundred and sixty of them, delicate, with pale, sticky fingers and peering, earnest faces – stood up, jumped into the aisles, and, in the back, even climbed on the benches to get a glimpse.


‘I didn’t know Harrow had any girls,’ Andrew whispered to his nearest benchmate, keeping his eyes on the girl.


‘Persephone Vine. Transferred here for her A-Level year,’ hissed the boy.


Andrew gaped, along with the others.


This girl was worth the extra attention. She was five foot seven, with fair skin, a dusting of freckles across her nose, a wide, heavy mouth, and something exotic in the eyes: an elongated Cleopatra quality, green and carnivorously lazy, blinking patiently as she stood with hands behind her back before the assembly, as if she were a crocodile on display before a flock of pigeons. Her hair curled in corkscrews, auburn, chaotic, piling up and spilling down to her collarbone. Her bones were fine. Long fingers, feminine nails. She chewed her lip, trying to conceal their fleshiness. But it was her chest that had the boys clambering for a view. Her breasts strained, tight and smooth, against the white shirt that Dr Kahn was so proud of. A hundred pairs of X-ray vision laboured to make out a nipple. As Miss Vine endured the sudden commotion, she blushed slightly. At that the librarian realized what she had done, and with an apologetic That will do, dear, gestured Miss Vine back to her seat.


Andrew whispered. ‘Girls are allowed to transfer?’


The boy shrugged. ‘Housemaster’s daughter. Special favour. So she can say she took her A-Levels at Harrow.’ He stood on tiptoe, then lowered himself with a sulk: ‘She sat down.’


Andrew felt his heart rate accelerate, but persuaded himself it was pointless. He did the mental maths. A girl like that would have a boyfriend. And even if she didn’t, how many boys at Harrow were there, Sixth Form boys, stumbling over each other to get to her? It was too obvious anyway – the one girl at a boys’ school? She would no doubt make every effort to show she was here to study, not to date.


WHILE SLUMPED IN chapel some time later, Andrew looked up and saw the girl, Persephone Vine, staring at him. He at first dismissed it. He recalled his earlier logic. But she continued peering at him with undisguised curiosity, as if he were a coveted antique she had spotted in a flea market.


And then afterwards she waited for him. He saw her in the sea of bluers, holding the door for the younger boys and waving them through with an amused smile, playing crossing guard. The kids fawned like puppies. She mussed their hair. As Andrew came closer, he saw her eyes pick him out of the chapel gloom.


‘You there. Young man.’


You thehhh. Andrew knew enough to recognize the accent as upper-crust; if he hadn’t, he could have just noted the imperious tone.


‘Hi,’ he said.


‘I wanted to speak to you. Hang on – say that again,’ she commanded.


‘All I did was say hello.’


‘Oh God, you’re American!’ She shrieked this, as if he had stabbed her.


‘What?’ he stammered. More Shells jostled past. The chapel was almost empty.


‘It will never work.’ She regarded him coldly. ‘Pity. And you look like him, too.’


‘L-look like who – whom?’ he corrected himself. (It’s England, some part of him was saying; they notice how you use their language.)


‘Lord Byron, that’s whom,’ she said sarcastically.


‘Lord …’


‘I know you’re American, but you have heard of Lord Byron?’


But he did not have time to answer. She began tugging at the chapel doors to close them. They were heavy, and this required effort, but when he rushed to her side she snapped again: I’ve got it.


‘Yeah, I’ve heard of Lord Byron,’ he said.


She started towards the gate. ‘What?’


‘I said I’ve heard of Lord Byron,’ he half shouted.


‘You must be very proud,’ she said, drily.


‘Well, you asked.’ Andrew felt put out. Girls were supposed to be nicer than boys. Girls were especially supposed to be nicer than boys to him. By this time, if they were back home, she would have been brimming with curiosity, her voice just beginning to warm …


‘You look like him,’ she conceded.


‘Like Lord Byron?’


‘Yes. Why do you think I was staring at you? You thought I was scoping you out? God, you Harrow boys are so full of yourselves, aren’t you?’


‘I’m new,’ he stammered. ‘Not really a Harrow … boy … yet.’


‘I’m sure you’re just like the rest,’ she said in a fatigued voice.


‘Why are you looking for …’


‘Someone who looks like Byron? We’re casting a play. Well, we cast a play. In the spring. About Lord Byron. But our lead failed his exams. Very handsome. Totally stupid. Not even that handsome, if you ask me. How sexy can you be in a bloody straw hat?’ Andrew blushed. She continued. ‘The Rattigan Society play. An original, this time. Not the usual Shakespeare. A play about Lord Byron … you do know Lord Byron went to Harrow?’ Andrew nodded. ‘Written by a Harrow master. Piers Fawkes.’


‘Piers Fawkes?’


‘You know him?’ For the first time her voice rose with interest.


‘He’s my housemaster.’


‘You know his work?’


‘You mean …’


‘He’s a poet,’ she finished for him. ‘He’s completely brilliant. I thought maybe you’d read him. But Harrovians are not known for keeping up with contemporary poetry, are you? I’m in it.’


‘Oh, you act?’


‘Yes, I act. You’re a bit thick, aren’t you, even for an American?’


Finding his voice at last, Andrew observed: ‘There’s really not a good way of answering that question.’


A hiccup of laughter escaped her, as if against her will. She stopped walking.


Andrew had been following her. They had plunged down the High Street until it dipped downhill and grew leafier, the shops yielding to hedges. Now they stood at the mouth of a driveway that veered down to a stone house – another dormitory – with yellow brick chimneys and a shaggy half-acre garden.


‘If you’re in Piers Fawkes’s house, you’re going the wrong way,’ she said, more gently. ‘This is Headland.’


‘Oh?’


‘The Lot is that way.’ She jabbed her finger back the way they’d come.


‘Oh, OK. Thanks.’


‘Have you done any acting?’


‘A little. I played the bad guy in a play called The Foreigner …’


‘Liddle,’ she mocked. ‘Bad guy. You’re so American. If you were Scottish, maybe. Byron had a bit of a brogue. But Yank. The governors would have a fit. They commissioned the play, you know. Of course, they want it to be all grand and heroic but all Byron did was fuck. Boys and girls. I play Augusta, Byron’s sister – or half sister – and he fucks me, too. We’ll see how much gets past the censors. Sorry, am I shocking you?’


‘No,’ Andrew answered untruthfully.


He wasn’t shocked by her language – as he had a feeling he was intended to be – but by a gorgeous girl saying the words fuck me so casually. It was like a form of heresy. Don’t disparage what I would hold so dear. He saw in her eyes, observed in her edgy manner, a desire to push away, alienate.


‘Well, can I try out? I’ve come this far,’ he said, forcing a laugh to show he was making a joke, about coming down the hill … She didn’t laugh.


‘What, for the Byron play?’


‘Yeah.’


She shrugged. ‘I can’t stop you.’


‘So how would I do that?’


‘Ask Piers.’


‘Mr Fawkes?’


‘Yes, Misterr Fawkes,’ she mocked in Americanese.


‘I’m Andrew. Taylor.’ He extended his hand. She ignored it. Instead she appraised him again.


‘I’ll take you to him,’ she declared at last. ‘I want credit for bagging and mounting a Byron doppelganger. I’m speaking metaphorically, of course.’


Andrew’s pulse raced. ‘Of course.’


She finally extended her hand and pumped Andrew’s in a mock-businesslike way. Then she turned on her heel and strode down the gravel drive.


‘Kalispera, Andrea,’ she called in a language he did not recognize.


Housemaster’s daughter. She must live here, with her parents. Andrew considered this as he waited, staring at Headland House.


As Persephone reached the door, a head heaved into one of the window frames and peered up the drive suspiciously. It scowled at him. Bald crown. Wire-frame glasses worn on the nose tip. Ferocious, flared nostrils. That must be Mr Vine. Andrew backed away as instinctively as if he’d heard a dog’s warning bark.


NOT ONE OF his, was Sir Alan Vine’s assessment of Andrew as the housemaster watched the boy from his living room. No meat on the shoulders or back. Long hair. Arts type. An extreme specimen, even. No, not one of his, but hanging about nonetheless. Sir Alan understood why, when he spotted his daughter three-quarters of the way down the drive. She had been speaking to the long-haired character at the top of the drive. He grew alarmed and approached the window for a closer look. The boy’s appearance – that hair, that slouch – affected a counter-cultural pose. Just the kind he knew his daughter would sniff out. Sir Alan’s shoulders tightened in annoyance.


The front door banged shut and her greeting rang in the hall.


‘Who is that boy up there?’ he called out.


He walked into the hall to pursue her but she had clattered upstairs too quickly. A second door slam; her bedroom. Was she ignoring the question? Or had she just not heard it?


He returned to the window to stare at the top of the drive where the shaggy Harrovian had stood. The spot was empty now; just hedges and trees.


He frowned. He would have to keep an eye out for that one.


ANDREW TURNED AND trudged uphill. He found himself exhausted and excited by Persephone’s many-angled verbal attacks, and he groaned inwardly at all the ways he had acted like a dork. He became so preoccupied with revisiting every word of the conversation that he did not immediately realize he was lost. One of his fellow new boys that morning had told him emphatically, when heading back to the house on the High Street, not to take the fork that goes down the hill. That leads away from the school. You’re sure to get lost. But now, trudging up – ostensibly the right direction – the road looked distinctly wrong. There were no houses or shops. He found himself on a steep slope, with the school buildings he’d toured that morning below him, on his right. To his left was a brick wall. Ahead stood a gazebo-like wooden gateway leading to an old stone church and a graveyard. Carved into the wood on the left side of the gateway arch were the words BLESSED ARE THE DEAD. On the right, as if it were a condition in fine print, was added WHICH DIE IN THE LORD.


Andrew hesitated. Someone had told him that Harrow-on-the-Hill was the highest point between London and the Ural Mountains. Here, at the crest of the hill, he believed it. The sky, which had grown white with low-hanging clouds, felt close enough to touch. No one stirred in the churchyard. After travelling in a pack all morning, he found himself drawn in by the isolation of the place. He followed its twisting stone path. Weather-worn headstones thrust out of the grassy churchyard like fingers. Thick trees, vines and bracken encircled the place. Soon he had passed behind the church and saw a footpath down the far side of the hill. Again he paused. The path, also shadowed by heavy boughs and vines, had the silent, airless quality of a nook for bad behaviour. But he did not smell the urine or see the garbage or the broken crack pipes he expected, and the path seemed to lead down and to the left, where he needed to go; so he pushed forward.


A sound cut the air. A growling, a barking. Andrew froze and searched around him for the origin of that noise.


Then he found it. Twenty paces down the path, a man straddled another man. The one on the bottom lay almost flat. The man on top was the source of the noise. He was wearing a long black frock coat with tails, which hung on him baggily and bunched at the shoulders. With both hands he thrust his weight upon the other man, smothering him. He snarled from the effort. The attacker’s face horrified Andrew. The eye sockets were sunken; the eyes protruded, a vivid blue; his flesh was a morbid grey. Long blond hair – almost white, albino-looking – hung over his eyes. Once he was forced to break from his labour to cough – and Andrew recognized the noise that had drawn him. The cough combined the bark of a sick animal with a wet, slapping sound. The skeletal man drew his hand across his mouth. Then he looked up. He locked eyes with Andrew.


Those eyes seemed to stab him across the space separating them. They belonged to a young man. His figure was scrawny, diseased: he reeked of death.


Andrew felt sick to his stomach. He staggered back a step, turned and began to run, escape. But something stopped him after a few paces.


The victim. The figure on the ground.


There was something familiar in the grey trousers and black shoes that he could see protruding from under the attacker.


They looked like Harrow clothes.


Andrew stopped and forced himself to turn back.


He advanced. The scene came back into view. The victim lay there, supine, in silence. No attacker. Nothing moved. Just heavy tree branches enclosing the space. Vines entwining the fence rings. Andrew moved forward, taking in more information with every step.


Black wingtips.


Grey trousers.


White shirt.


Arms crooked, one flung over the body, protectively.


A smear of blood stained the right cheek.


Then another kind of alarm came over Andrew, and he ran towards the reclining figure.


Even before he saw the cracked Harrow hat, he knew it was a student. But he stared at the face in shock. It had lost all dignity: gravel and sandy grit stuck to the eyebrows and mouth. The eyes were turned upward. The mouth hung open, a swimmer gulping for air. With the skin a translucent white – all of that sunshine leached away, already – Andrew could scarcely recognize his friend. He knelt, he grasped the hand – then quickly let it go. It was cold. The nails had gone purply grey. Not knowing what else to do, he placed his hands all over the corpse and searched him – neck, wrist, chest – feeling for pulse, or breath, or any sign, as if Theo Ryder’s life were a set of keys he could find by patting him down.
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The Death of a Boy at School


A STEADY, LAZY rain fell. An ambulance backed up to the spot. Its reverse-gear warning beeped several times; its lights twirled. Two white police BMWs, with sirens and orange stripes, blocked the entrance to Church Hill Road. The area had been taped off, and the forensic team was doing its job. One detective, a man, stood waiting: for the forensic team to finish, for his partner to get the statement from the witness. The witness was a teenager, so his partner, a woman, was doing the interview. He was one of these schoolkids, the ones in the straw hats who looked like they belonged in a different century. This one had long, shaggy black hair, and he was tall, too adult to be wearing those school clothes. He looked like he should be playing in AC/DC, the detective smiled to himself. The kid sat in the back seat of their car, his legs turned out of the open door, facing the female detective, who stood on the pavement; the kid’s body language indicated shock. He fingered the hat he held in his hands, never raised his eyes, mumbled, shook his head. The detective saw his partner gesture back to where the body had been found – she was trying to get a reaction, prodding the kid to give up more. The detective watched closely. The boy raised his eyes. They flicked back to the spot where the body was being zippered up, and the face recoiled, as if the boy were afraid the body might heave upright and begin walking like a zombie. Soon the partner gave it up and ambled back.


‘Anything?’ the detective asked his partner.


‘Not really. The constable found him here, shouting for help.’ She checked her notes. ‘Andrew Taylor. They were mates. Next-door neighbours in the little dormitories here. Houses, whatever they call them. Mr Taylor came walking up here and found the body.’


‘Anything about the victim? What was he doing back here? Drugs?’


‘There was nothing on the body. This one’s American.’ She nodded back at Andrew. ‘Arrived yesterday. First day at school.’


‘Bad luck. Did he notice anything?’


‘He said the body already seemed stiff. Saw the blood on the face.’


‘Did he move him?’


‘Checked for a pulse.’ She hesitated, then turned back to look at Andrew.


‘What?’


‘He’s awfully jittery,’ she said. ‘Like he saw something. Seems afraid.’


‘He didn’t look too responsive from where I stood.’


‘No,’ she agreed. ‘Want to have a go?’


‘Not really.’


‘What else have you got to do? Get rained on?’


The detective ambled over to Andrew, still seated in the back of the detectives’ car, his legs resting on the pavement. The detective squatted and faced him.


‘I’m Detective Sergeant Bryant. I think you just met my partner.’


‘Hi,’ Andrew murmured.


‘Rather a bad shock,’ Detective Sergeant Bryant offered, with a grimace of sympathy.


Andrew did not react.


Bryant decided to take a random shot. ‘You saw what happened, didn’t you?’


Andrew raised his eyes quickly.


Bryant felt a thrill. He took another shot. ‘Not what. Who. You saw who killed him. Am I right?’


Now the boy’s eyes went wide. Terrified.


‘Who was it?’ Bryant kept bluffing. ‘One of the locals? Someone from school?’


Andrew searched the detective’s face. For an instant Andrew thought the policeman knew something; knew, somehow, what he had seen; but no one familiar with the gaunt, white-haired figure could have assumed the detective’s flat, factual expression. The detective was groping in the dark. Andrew went back to staring at his hands.


‘The other detective told me he died this morning,’ said Andrew. ‘So how could I have seen it happen? I didn’t find him until noon.’


The detective silently cursed his partner.


‘Then what?’ Bryant demanded, a little too urgently, sensing his moment was passing. ‘You’re frightened, I can tell. What of? I won’t tell anyone,’ he added in a flourish of disingenuousness.


But the boy’s eyes had focused on something else. The detective turned to follow his gaze. A heavyset woman in a black raincoat had arrived at the crime scene perimeter. She was breathlessly asking for help from the policeman standing guard there, then bickering with him as the answers he gave were evidently unsatisfactory. Eventually the policeman looked over at Andrew and pointed. Matron fastened her eyes on the boy and advanced.


‘Last chance,’ said Bryant.


‘I didn’t see anybody,’ said Andrew.


‘Don’t lie to me,’ snarled the detective.


Their eyes met in a stand-off.


Moments later, Matron reached them. ‘There you are!’ she panted. ‘No one would give me any information,’ she scolded Detective Sergeant Bryant. ‘Can someone tell me what is going on here?’


‘Now you’re in trouble,’ mumbled Andrew.


Bryant rose from his haunches, obliged to answer the woman’s many questions and to listen to her moans of sorrow. He was forced to watch in silence – cowed by her busy, blowsy manner – as she wrapped an arm around Andrew and marched him down the hill.


‘I’m still interviewing him,’ he called after them, helplessly.


‘He’s underage and the school’s responsibility,’ Matron snapped over her shoulder.


The road stretched empty and slick for thirty yards. Andrew and Matron descended together, leaving the bustle of police activity behind them. Ahead they faced a throng that had gathered below, in silence, blockaded behind another police car: countless bluers growing dark in the rain. A sea of Harrow hats. The black robes of beaks. The police let Andrew and Matron pass. They were immediately pressed by the boys’ damp bodies and awed faces.


What happened?


Is it true someone died?


Is it someone from school?


Did you see anything?


Andrew pushed past them. They crowded him, asking, demanding, some grabbing. The rain intensified, pelted his face, trickled down his cheeks. A beak took his elbow, Let him through, please, boys. Come now, please, and ushered him, with Matron, through the crowd. The beak asked him if he was all right, what house was he in, and Andrew lied, Yes, and Matron answered The Lot. But Andrew he did not see his fellow students or recognize any of their features; he perceived only the ashen face, the sunken eyes; the flaps of the frock coat and the echo of that horror-filled cough.


‘NEVER BEFORE,’ MATRON muttered, half grief, half grumble.


She removed his wet things with all the care of a farmer shucking an ear of corn. She told him to lie quiet. She put a blanket over him. She did all this while maintaining a stream of talk, mainly to herself.


‘In fifteen years.’ She shook her head. ‘And, oh, what will the poor parents say? Imagine getting that phone call. You’d wish you were dead. I hope they have other children. Oh, but they do – Theo had brothers and a sister. Won’t break their hearts any less but it’s good to have others.’ Then, almost angry, already converting the fresh news to gossip and rumour: ‘God knows what happened to him. He was too young for a heart attack, or an aneurysm. Healthy boys just don’t up and die.’


Andrew sat up in bed. He wanted to explain to her, help her understand. ‘Matron, I saw …’


She met his gaze and waited for him to finish.


I saw a murder! he wanted to shout. I saw someone dressed in an outsize, costume-like overcoat suffocating Theo.


Yes … and then what?


This is the question he had been asking himself since he scrambled down the hill, shouting for help, and then returned to wait with the body. He had been alone there some five minutes before he realized that the attacker had disappeared. Not run away, with a fading footfall or a scramble down the path. He had simply vanished. With the high fence on either side, there would have been no means of escape. Andrew would have seen the gaunt figure run off. But Andrew had been so shocked – shocked? or was it something else: a kind of swoon, a surrender to an oppression that lingered on that spot? – that he had not even noticed the attacker’s disappearance. In such a gloom, it was almost natural that the snarling, uncanny figure had snapped out of existence so suddenly.


And then he disappeared, Matron.


Andrew’s mouth hung open.


If you say those words, he assured himself, she will think you are crazy. She will tell others. Then every kind of attention you don’t want, you will get. Think what St. John Tooley and Cam would do with information like that. They’d rip you to shreds. Brand you a psycho, a freak.


Fortunately for Andrew, Matron took that moment to indulge a rare moment of sympathy, and leapt in to finish his thought.


‘I know. Your friend, like that. Poor Theo. Of all … people.’ Then Matron’s eyes screwed down on Andrew – it was the nasty American she was talking to, she seemed to remember – and he understood quite clearly in that moment that Matron would have rather seen him a cadaver on the Church Hill path than sunny, charming Theo. ‘You’re in shock,’ she announced, standing. ‘Lie back and rest. I can’t sit here with you all day. The housemaster and the head of house need to be told. And the head man. And the parents. But that’s not my job, thank goodness.’


Then, without a glance back, she rushed off to get Mr Fawkes, leaving Andrew alone.
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