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PROLOGUE



Bartholomew Van Buren III knows exactly the moment that he’s going to die.


Forcing himself to stay calm, he assesses the situation:


He is trapped underground, in a seven-by-two-foot coffin, the air stifling, oxygen rapidly running out. Added to that, his mortal enemy is standing on the lid, so he cannot escape.


But even now, that indomitable little flame called Hope burns stubbornly and will not be extinguished. Surely this is part of the pledge? Surely his enemy will relent, open the lid and pull him to freedom? Surely they will all laugh about this later, about how scared he had been?


But then he hears the voice he knows as well as his own, from six feet above. And the sound that tells him it is over:


The brutal death rattle of earth hitting the coffin lid.
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PART 1



The Count of Monte Cristo


‘All human wisdom is contained in these two words; Wait and Hope.’


The Count of Monte Cristo – Alexandre Dumas, 1846
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There’s something rotten in the state of Connecticut.


By way of an example, let me tell you what happened to me tonight.


So, I’m working as a cater-waiter at this bougie upscale school in Washington, Connecticut, the little town where the tide washed me up. I’m just clearing the plates after the dessert course (dessert course – can you believe that?) when this girl gets up from her chair and slaps me in the face.


She just straight up slaps me in the face.


I didn’t spill meringue on her, or roll my eyes at her, or even nudge her chair. But suddenly she’s on her feet, fronting up to me, my cheek is stinging and she’s glaring at me with tears in her eyes.


Actual tears.


‘Oh, so you are alive then?’


There’s no real answer to this, so I shrug and say, ‘Evidently.’


This just riles her up more. ‘What are you doing here, pretending to be a regular Joe? One of the little people?’ She narrows her pale-blue eyes at me. ‘Oh. Is this another one of your little initiation challenges? Are you pledging again?’


My head is reeling, and not just from the slap. ‘I don’t … What do you … I mean …’


‘Run out of words, have you?’ The girl is really pretty and really blonde, and she’s wearing this rose-pink silk ball gown. People would probably stare at her even if she wasn’t screaming at me. But they are all looking now – all those privileged high school girls in their bright gowns, the faculty, the other waiters. She ignores them all.


‘Well, you had plenty to say to me last fall when you fed me all that bullshit about my eyes being like stars, and that we were meant to be together and that it was written in the constellations.’ A look of realisation crosses her face. ‘Wait, was all that stars stuff because you knew I went to Ida Barney?’


‘What’s an Ida Barney?’


‘Don’t be funny. And what about New Year’s at Yale Art Gallery? What about meeting under Hero and Leander? Did you think it was funny to leave me waiting there?’


‘What the hell are you talking about?’


‘And I can’t believe you didn’t even come back for the funeral. That was really low.’


Before I could ask what funeral, and for whom, Miguel, who has always been – and continues to be – an asshole, grips my upper arm hard enough to hurt and hauls me off to the kitchen. Amid all the steam and the yelling chefs and the percussion of the pans he tears the bow tie from my neck like he’s stripping me of the purple heart.


‘I knew you were a no-good sonofabitch as soon as I laid eyes on you,’ he spits. ‘Too much attitude, like you’re someone. But you’re no one. You’re not fit to lick the boots of these young ladies. What did you do to that one? Pinch her butt?’


‘No,’ I say. ‘No.’


‘Anyway. Get out of my sight.’


‘Wait. What about my wages? I’ve worked this whole shift, nearly.’


‘Don’t make me laugh,’ he snarls. ‘¡Vamos!’ He shoves me towards the swing doors and I almost lose my balance. Miguel says he used to wrestle in Mexico. That’s probably bullshit like everything else he says, but I’m not going to risk a beating. I shrug and turn on my heel.
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The night is mercifully cool. The sky is clear and the stars are out. I look at the building, all lit up for the high school formal. It’s more like a palace than a place of learning, and the windows watch me like eyes.


‘Look all you want,’ I say. I’ll be damned if some entitled little snoot and a fake wrestler are going to throw me off the school grounds before I’m good and ready to go. I would have a really long leisurely smoke, then I would grind the butt of my cigarette into the manicured lawn. Or throw it in the silvery fountain. Whatever. Just a small rebellious action – a blot on the landscape, a fly in the ointment, a dead bee in the honeypot. That’s me.


I sit myself down on the bowl of the fountain, and the stone is cold under my butt. In the centre of the sculpture a marble angel is spewing water, vomiting continuously like some of those high school girls inside will be doing tonight, judging by the amount they’d been obviously illegally pre-drinking. The night is dark blue, and black bats swoop and dive, shrieking as they slice the sky. I can hear the female voices inside, shrieking too. But out here it’s cool, and quieter, and I am alone. Just how I like it.


I take my time, and after a long final drag I put the cigarette out on the sole of my rented shoe. But I don’t throw the butt on the ground, nor in the gently splashing fountain. I tuck it neatly into my pocket. It’s been a strange and horrible night. And I don’t want to be part of the rottenness. I want things to be good and true again.


I’m about to get up, and head back to my rented room. Then I see a shape running across the lawn, blonde hair flying like a pennant, silk dress rustling. It’s her. The girl who slapped me.


She comes up to me and sits down beside me, in a flurry and a bustle of silk, and puts a hand on my arm. The hand is warm and I’m cold. This is the second time she’s laid an unwarranted hand on me tonight, but this time I don’t really mind. It’s better than the slap.


‘Thank God you’re still here. I’m so, so sorry. I asked your boss about you. He said your name is Ed.’


‘Eddie,’ I say. ‘Eddie Dontay.’


‘I thought you were someone else. I screwed up. I’m sorry. I’ll talk to him – get him to give you your job back.’


I note the confidence of the rich. This princess has no doubt in her voice – no doubt at all at the age of what? Seventeen? – that she can talk to a middle-aged catering manager and get my job back. ‘Don’t bother,’ I say. ‘This is just an occasional gig. I got another job.’


‘You have two jobs?’ There it is again. That entitlement, oblivious to the notion that some jobs might be so poorly paid that you might have to have two just to get by. I imagine being like that.


‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I work in Marty’s Café in Washington. I’ll be OK.’


‘If you’re sure?’


‘Sure I’m sure. I wouldn’t work for Miguel again if you paid me. Which is more than he did.’


‘Of course.’ She scrabbles on her shoulder for a strap and swings a little bag off her shoulder. It’s the kind of bag that girls have that’s not big enough for anything more than a cell phone and lip gloss. And cash. In this case, lots and lots of cash. She gets out a wedge of fifties and waves them at me. ‘Is this enough?’


Another rich girl flex. Money makes everything go away. I look down at the bills, clasped in the hand that slapped me. It was more than enough; it was way too much. I would have had to work five high school formals to get that amount. But some nameless instinct, from another world and another life, makes me refuse.


‘I don’t want your money.’


She recoils, like she was the one who was slapped. She tucks the money away hurriedly. ‘How clumsy. I’m making things worse and worse. I didn’t mean to insult you.’


‘You didn’t insult me. But the slap I could have done without.’


She puts her head in her hands and groans. But then she takes it out again and looks at me. She’s been looking at me intently throughout this whole exchange, as if she can’t believe I’m real.


‘Your hair is longer and lighter,’ she says wonderingly, as if to herself. ‘And he didn’t have this scar.’ She lifts her fingers to the scar above my brow, but this time she doesn’t touch. I could tell her how I got it but she’d never believe me. ‘But really it is incredible. Almost unbelievable. You look just like him.’


It’s time to ask. ‘Like who?’


‘Bartholomew Van Buren III.’


The name, like a long-forgotten echo, rings in my head. It is a name from another world. A world where people have three names when one will do. A world where people have three generations worth calling the same thing.


‘Who is … Bartholomew von Burns?’ I take care to get the name wrong.


‘Bartholomew Van Buren. It’s a bit of a mouthful, isn’t it? Everybody called him Brat.’


‘Brat?’ It occurs to me I should ask why. ‘Why?’


‘He used to act out at grade school. The other kids called him Brat and the name stuck.’


‘How did you know him? And why are you so angry at him?’


She’s silent for a moment, looking down at her rose-polished nails.


‘You wanted to pay me. This is how you pay me. Quid pro quo for the slap.’


That was a mistake, speaking Latin, but she doesn’t seem to notice. She shivers. It’s pretty cold for a fall evening, and I seem to have a recollection of movies where the guy gives the girl his jacket. But I’m in white waiter’s shirtsleeves so I’ve got nothing to offer her. And I’m not a hundred per cent sure I would give her my jacket even if I had one, since she slapped my face and got me fired. ‘OK,’ she says. ‘Quid pro quo. I was seeing Brat. He goes – went – to New Haven, the boy’s school at the other side of town. Do you know it?’


‘No,’ I say, a bit too quickly.


‘We were … dating. And it seemed to be going really well.’


‘So I gathered. All that stuff he said about the stars.’


She looks kind of embarrassed. ‘Yeah. Now, of course I know it was a line. Like I said, he was using the whole constellations metaphor because he knew I went here. To Ida Barney.’


‘Oh, so this is Ida Barney?’ I say. ‘This school?’


‘Yes. Didn’t they tell you when you got the job?’


‘They just text you a zip code and time. There might have been a name, but I just thought that was the contact.’


‘No. This is Ida Barney, the most prestigious girls’ high school on the eastern seaboard.’ There’s pride in her voice. ‘Named for Ida Barney, the female astrologer. Our school motto is Ad Astra. To the stars,’ she explains, a little apologetically. I guess you can’t expect a cater-waiter to know Latin. Maybe she’s forgotten I’ve used it already. ‘I’m also the editor of the student body newspaper, which is called The Star. Of course, Brat knew that. So the stars thing was all a line.’


She looks at me. Her eyes are kinda like stars. You can’t see the blue in the moonlight, but they are as bright as mirrors. ‘It might not have been a line.’


‘It was,’ she says. ‘We arranged to meet at Yale Art Gallery just before midnight on New Year’s Eve. Under a painting we both liked – Hero and Leander by Paul Rubens.’ She doesn’t ask me if I know it – waiters wouldn’t.


‘How would you get in there at midnight?’


‘There was a benefit, for a charity – my mom’s on the board.’


Of course. Normal opening hours don’t apply to the rich.


‘Anyway, he didn’t turn up. I waited hours – right up until they closed the place. I stared at that painting for three straight hours. I know every brushstroke. I could make you a copy.’ She’s trying to make a joke of it, but you can tell she’s still hurting. I feel sorry for her for the first time.


‘What did you say when you called him?’


‘He didn’t pick up. No texts, no nothing. I asked some of his friends at his school. They said he took a sabbatical to go travelling. There’s nothing on his socials, but Brat was never big on social media anyway. Some of his buddies got postcards from around the world, but I got nothing. He just … disappeared with no explanation. That’s why I said so you are alive then.’


I nod, but there’s one more thing to ask. ‘Why did you ask if I was “pledging again”? If the whole waiter thing was an “initiation ceremony”?’


She goes quiet again, and starts picking a frill of lichen off the stone fountain with a pink fingernail. It’s as if she’s deciding how much to tell me. ‘Because when I met him, he was in the process of pledging for a secret society. A very … odd secret society. Not one of your usual Greek letter, keg-sucking college fraternities. This one is different.’ She looks back at me with her starlike eyes. ‘It’s called The Gloomth.’
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How can a word pass through you like a knife, robbing you of breath? I compose myself before I speak again. Why would Eddie Dontay fear this word? Answer: he wouldn’t. It’s just a collection of letters, that together make a funny sound. ‘The Gloomth?’


‘Yeah. G-L-O-O-M-T-H,’ she spells out. ‘That’s almost all I know. He didn’t even want to tell me that much. The word just … slipped out, and then he looked horrified. Like he wasn’t supposed to tell me. And there’s another thing. I got to know him at the beginning of the fall term. Right about now, a year ago, a few weeks after the Ida Barney Commencement Dinner, which is what we had tonight. He was confident, funny, talkative. Looking forward to being a Squab – that’s what they call the newbies in The Gloomth; apparently squabs are baby pigeons. By the last time I saw Brat he was … different.’


I’m interested. ‘Different how?’


She wrinkles her nose like a bunny as she thinks. It’s kinda cute. ‘He was thinner. He had violet shadows under his eyes, like a vampire. And he seemed edgy, afraid. If I had to choose a word for it, I would say he looked … haunted.’


I shiver, and not entirely because of the cold.


‘He would disappear for days on end. And then when I saw him again, he would have odd marks on him. Not wounds exactly, but a bruise here, or a rope burn. Or a strange smell around him. None of it was explained. All I knew is that he was pledging for this society, and that his initiation process took the whole of the first term, ending at Christmas break. I got the sense that all the challenges, whatever they were, were ramping up to the ultimate one – the biggie, right at the end of term. But after Christmas break I never saw him again.’


‘You mentioned a funeral,’ I say carefully. ‘A funeral he didn’t come back for. Whose was that?’


‘Brat’s great-aunt,’ she says. ‘She was like the princess of New England. Eye-wateringly wealthy, but nothing so vulgar as new money. The Van Burens had money, but also heritage, going right back to the founding fathers. She died in January.’


My insides do this weird thing, like when you go down in an elevator.


‘Everyone thought that Brat would be bound to come back for the funeral, but he didn’t. My family knew his slightly. It was a huge society funeral. Everybody went. Even me. Although to be brutally frank, I went to see if Brat would be there.’


Her honesty is disarming.


‘I think …’ she pauses. ‘I think whatever he saw – or did – with The Gloomth, scared him so much that he had to leave and not come back, put as much mileage between him and that school as possible. Even to the point of missing his great-aunt’s funeral.’


I think carefully before framing my next question. ‘But what could be so bad that he would just quit like that?’


‘That’s just it. I don’t know. I did the whole baby journalist thing, and tried to investigate, but I couldn’t find anything online. No one in the school will talk about it, none of his friends; they just close up like Maryland clams. And I get the feeling they know. All of them. So that just left me with that one word: Gloomth. So I tried Google.’


‘And?’


‘Gloomth seems to mean the love of all things Gothic – associated with a cult of melancholy. Apparently the word first appeared in the 1700s in a letter written by Horace Walpole, an English author who was known as “The Father of Gothic”.’


‘Huh.’


‘And that points to The Gloomth being some sort of literary society. But how would that be scary? I mean, Oh no, I read Frankenstein and now I have to run away?’ She waves both hands and mimes in terror.


‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I’ve no idea. But I hope you find him.’


‘Me too,’ she says. ‘I feel like we really could have had something. You know?’


The syntax of the question makes it sound like she’s talking about me. ‘Yes,’ I say.


She straightens up, sniffs and smiles at me brightly. The tears standing in her starlike eyes make them shine even more. She slaps both hands to her thighs with decision, jumps up and holds out her hand. I automatically get up too, and after I figure out what’s expected of me, I shake her hand.


‘Good luck, Eddie Dontay. And I’m sorry. Again. About the slap.’


As she walks away it occurs to me that there is a question that I should have asked, but didn’t. ‘Wait! You never told me your name.’


She turns like Cinderella at midnight, her rose gown whirling around her.


‘It’s Harper. Harper Larsson.’
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All I have to do is wait.


And hope.


And it works.


The girl who slapped me – Harper Larsson – is in the café again.


This is the third time now in one week, and it’s no coincidence. Before the commencement dinner I’d never seen her here. Admittedly I haven’t worked at Marty’s for very long, but I definitely would have remembered seeing her.


I haven’t been going out of my way not to serve her, but the first two times it was the breakfast shift and that’s always pretty busy. Washington is this cute little town, with a clapboard church and a town square, and at the moment the chestnut trees are turning all the colours of fire. So, as well as the usual crowd – college freshmen, Yale students and hipsters who are writing the next Great American Novel on their typewriters – the place is full of leaf-peeping tourists. So both breakfast times I could do nothing more than glance over at Harper as I ran around serving waffles and pancakes and eggs over easy.


And every time I looked, she was looking at me.


This time, we are at the dog end of the evening shift. The last lingering customers are eking out their final latte of the day, conscious that there will be no more caffeine until morning if they want to get their eight hours. Stacey, who is the manager (Marty, whoever he is or was, is long since departed or deceased), is cashing up the till. Counting other people’s money. She talks about buying the place one day but she’ll never have the money. Just another working stiff, like me. Now there’s nothing left for me to do but wipe down the tables. And now, finally, there’s no avoiding Harper.


‘Hi,’ she says.


‘Hi,’ I say back. ‘What a coincidence.’


‘Not really,’ she says. ‘I’m stalking you.’


There’s that refreshing honesty again.


‘Can you sit? I’ll buy you a coffee.’


I glance over at Stacey. ‘Not really. I’m working. But I get off in five.’


Stacey smiles over at me in this motherly way. She’s big and Black, beautiful inside and out, and she’s always been kind to me. She swallowed my story – orphaned, a ward of state, found a job through the Connecticut outreach programme – and has always kept a lookout for me. She’s heard everything, which is not surprising. The place isn’t large and we are the only people in here apart from a couple of guys with sleeve tattoos and man buns. Stacey’s always worried about me having no friends or family, so the fact that this cute girl seems to be hitting on me has made her day. At least she’s a decent human, unlike Miguel.


‘Go on, honey,’ she says. ‘Take a load off. I’ll finish up here.’


‘Thanks,’ I say gratefully, and slide into the booth opposite Harper. Outside it’s already dark, since we are in September, but the street lights are warm and the bandstand has fairy lights. It’s all super romantic, and to anyone looking in on this Edward Hopper painting it would seem like we are on a date. But I know Harper’s not here for romance. My spidey senses know she has another motive entirely.


Stacey comes over with two cups of coffee then goes back to the till. Harper leans in, bright eyes fixed on me. ‘I have a business proposition for you.’


So it begins. Half of me is disappointed, but my heart begins to speed, just as if she had actually asked me on a date. ‘Go on.’


‘I want you’ – she looks at her coffee as she stirs it rhythmically, creating a little vortex – ‘to go to New Haven School, as Brat, and re-pledge for The Gloomth.’


She’s created a whirlwind in me too. ‘What?’


‘Something is going on there,’ she says. ‘Something rotten.’


I’m reminded of what I thought that night at Ida Barney. Something rotten in the state of Connecticut. ‘But I have a job. How am I going to earn money?’


‘This is a paid gig.’


‘Who is going to pay me?’


‘I am,’ she says simply.


‘I wouldn’t take a few dollars from you the other night. What makes you think I’ll take a wage?’


‘I came into a trust last year when I was sixteen. Another matures next year when I’m eighteen. Then a third when I’m twenty-one.’


I reflect again on the safety, the comfort of wealth. Like a warm coat.


‘Why would I take this job?’


‘Because you need it. And because you’re a good person.’


‘How do you know?’


‘Because you are the kind of person who tucks a cigarette butt in his pocket, rather than litter a green lawn. Yes. I saw.’ She lifts her eyes from the coffee to me. And I do feel seen. Having Harper think of me as a good person is addictive. ‘I think if you can find out what is happening at The Gloomth, you will make the world a better place. Remember, Brat had all the wealth and privilege in the world, and something traumatised him so much that he ran away. What if some scholarship kid comes to New Haven, or some newbie from outside the area, and gets himself killed?’


I think about this. She makes a good point. A good person, if that is what I am, would do anything to prevent some other kid suffering. But I still have my doubts. ‘No one would buy it for a single second. There are too many traps. There will be his friends, the teachers; they will all know him from before.’


‘Not well. He only had a term there – he transferred for his junior year. And as for all the society kids you’re going to meet’ – I note she’s talking about it like I’ve already agreed – ‘I will train you. I’ve been steeped in Connecticut society since I was born. The Larssons were some of the original Swedish immigrants to Delaware. We’ve been in the country almost as long as the Van Burens. And they practically came over on the Mayflower.’


I say nothing for a moment, just looking at her, marvelling again at the sheer confidence of the very rich.


‘Eddie,’ she says. She covers my hands with hers, and out of the corner of my eye I see Stacey smirking triumphantly. ‘I can’t tell you how much you look like him. With a haircut, and the school uniform, you’ll be his absolute twin. You’ve even got the eyes. Those curious Van Buren eyes. You can see them in portraits. Amber, like a fox. You must be a relative, somewhere down the line.’


‘Maybe,’ I concede cautiously. ‘My mom used to say we had family round these parts. Maybe that’s what drew me here.’


‘There you go.’ She shrugs.


‘What about ID?’


She spreads her hands. ‘What ID? You’re not enrolling. You’re just returning to your school. All that paperwork will already have been done.’


‘And fees? A place like New Haven isn’t exactly going to be free.’


‘Again. Your’ – she catches herself – ‘Brat’s lawyers will already have paid the fees for last year. But Brat was only there for one semester. You won’t owe anything until Easter.’


‘There’s one last thing you haven’t thought of. What if the real Brat Van Buren turns up?’


She shakes her head. ‘School started this week. That’s why we had the commencement dinner. New Haven keep the same dates as Ida Barney. If he’s not enrolled yet for this year, he’s not going to. At least, not this semester. And you only need one semester to figure this thing out. Like I said, all the pledging is done by Christmas. It ends with the big challenge – whatever that is – just before the holidays. And there’s another thing. If you do this, you’ll have a whole team behind you.’


‘How’s that?’


‘You’ll have my team. I’m the editor of The Star, remember – Ida Barney’s student newspaper? You’ve got a whole squad of baby Woodwards and Bernsteins salivating at the scent of a good story. They’ve got more connections than the National Grid, and they all want extra credit for their Ivy League applications. We can get hold of records, research, data, recording equipment. Satnav, trackers. You’d be totally supported. And if we crack this Gloomth thing wide open, we’re talking Pulitzer material.’


‘Calm down, Scoop,’ I say. ‘It’s way too dangerous. You’ve got nothing to lose, except money, and you’ve got plenty of that. I could go to jail.’


‘You’re a minor. They don’t jail people until twenty-one.’


‘Juvi then.’


‘Then I’ll sign a contract with you. A document of liability. I’ll take all the blame. You’d just be a contractor.’


It’s time for the bait and switch. ‘I’m sorry. The answer is no.’


She doesn’t try to convince me, but gets to her feet. ‘Look. Just think about it. That’s all I ask.’


Of course, I do think about it. I think about it as I help Stacey close up. I think about it while I’m batting away her questions about the ‘nice young lady’. I think about it on the walk home. Which always takes me a while because I take a circuitous route in case of being followed.


When I get in, I look at myself in the dingy square of mirror in the corner of my room. When I look in it I am transformed into one of those portraits that Harper referenced. I regard myself as if I’m looking at a stranger, someone brand new. I see what she means about the eyes. Amber like a fox. Or amber like a hare. Predator or prey, which one am I? Then I think about a different metaphor. Amber preserves things. Amber oozes from primordial trees, traps insects in its sticky heart for millennia. The amber Van Buren eyes, watching the centuries roll by since the ink dried on the constitution. Keeping everything the same, guarding their wealth like a greedy dragon, as a new country became an old one. The Van Burens, a rich family getting richer, with no one to challenge their place in society, their age-old entitlement. Well, that’s about to change.


I’m going to do it.


Actually I have known I was going to do it all along.
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Harper comes back the next morning, just as a good reporter would. I knew she’d be here. Today she’s in her uniform – a distinctive bottle green with yellow piping. It suits her, but then everything seems to suit her. She looks like one of those girls they put in the prospectus to lure people to the school. She sits at the window table, and this time I serve her right away. ‘Hi, Scoop,’ I say. Tomorrow is Saturday and we make an arrangement to meet at the Yale Art Gallery.


‘There will be quite a crowd, and we’ll just disappear,’ she says.


‘OK,’ I say. ‘Where will I find you?’


‘Under Hero and Leander, of course.’


‘You’re gonna have to help me out here,’ I say.


‘Sorry.’ She smiles goofily and shakes her head. It’s adorable. ‘I keep forgetting you’re not him.’ She scribbles a schematic on a napkin. ‘Sackler Wing, second floor, Renaissance Art.’


I wait until after the breakfast rush to help Stacey out, then when the last customer has gone I quit my job. Stacey looks genuinely sorry, and gives me a warm hug. It’s the first human contact I’ve had in forever. Beside the slap, of course. I’m genuinely touched.


‘You found somethin’ else?’ she asks. ‘None of my beeswax, of course.’


‘Yeah. I got another job.’


She nods. ‘You’re a good kid,’ she says. ‘But it’s a tough old world out there. You gotta do what them pigeons do. Shit on everyone else before they shit on you.’


I smile. Stacey always says that. ‘I will.’


I open the door and the little brass bell above it starts ringing. It’s a clarion call, a starting pistol.


‘Come back and see me, ya hear?’ she calls after me.


I turn. ‘I will,’ I promise. ‘I won’t forget you, Stace.’


On the way out I dump Harper’s napkin map in the trash.


I’m not gonna need it.


The next day I’m at Yale Art Gallery before it even opens. It’s a beautiful building, more like a church than a gallery, with a four-square tower, arched windows and a cloister of golden stone. It looks gorgeous surrounded by the autumn trees; the maple and the birch and the ash are the hues of a forest fire. I have to get used to walking into beautiful buildings as if I belong there. I find my way to Hero and Leander with no trouble at all. Surefooted, unaided, through galleries painted in primrose, teal, duck egg; expensive colours as a backdrop for priceless art. I’m deliberately early because I want to know what it’s like to wait by that painting. I need to know what it felt like for Harper that New Year’s night, waiting for Brat.


The painting, hanging on a coffee-coloured wall, is fabulous. No wonder it was Brat’s favourite. I look at it like I once looked at my reflection, as if for the first time.


It’s a masterpiece. It depicts a boiling black lake, with naked twisted bodies breaking the surface like sea foam. A knife strike of light slicing through the morbid clouds illuminates the broken body of a man, grey and lifeless, held aloft by nymphs. A woman on the shore cries inconsolably. My eyes focus on the man, his flesh lacerated by rocks and weed, a poor drowned wretch. And suddenly something happens to me. I can’t catch my breath. The gallery disappears and I’m far down in the jade-green water, choked by weeds, tugged by currents, drowning. I gasp, throat tightening, sweat springing to my skin. I’m sinking, sinking, way out of my depth.


‘Do you like it?’ Harper is at my shoulder.


I snap back to the present. ‘I think it’s amazing.’ I turn to look at her. She’s in casual gear, but she still manages to look expensive. The jumper she’s wearing screams cashmere, and the ski jacket is a brand that would cost two months of my pay packet from Marty’s.


‘It illustrates the ancient Greek legend of Leander, who swam a treacherous stretch of water called the Hellespont in order to meet with Hero, his lady love. One dark and stormy night he perished in the waves, and Hero threw herself into the water to join him in death,’ she says, by way of greeting.


‘Cheerful,’ I say. ‘Do you know why Brat chose this painting specifically? As a meeting place, I mean? It’s hardly a story for a date night.’


‘No,’ she says. ‘I guess he just liked it.’


So there are some things she doesn’t know.


‘Let’s take a walk,’ she says.


We do. And for the rest of the morning, strolling those rarefied galleries, observed by the snooty portraits of New England’s great and good, she begins to school me in everything I will need to know.


Yale Art Gallery was just the beginning. We meet every day, before or after school, always a different place, so if this all goes to shit we won’t have been seen plotting. Cafés mostly, galleries sometimes. Harper’s methods are simple. She gives me this huge information dump, which I have to memorise, then drills me relentlessly on what I’ve learned. She shows me resources that exist already – like the New Haven prospectus – which I then have to memorise, but she doesn’t create a study pack for me or anything like that. The napkin that I dumped in the trash is the only thing she’s ever written to me, and she’s very strict that I can’t write anything down either.


‘No notes,’ she says. ‘No crib sheets, no jotters. It’s for your own protection. We can’t have any evidence that this is a sting.’


Harper would fire questions at me like bullets:


‘Can you name the tombs in the New Haven chapel from left to right?’


‘What animal is featured in the stained glass of the library window?’


‘What are the names of the four school houses?’


‘Get me from the dormitory to the refectory. Go via the principal’s office.’ She throws this at me when we’re walking across Criscuolo Park, and the dog walkers and frisbee throwers are treated to the sight of a tall guy, blindfolded by his companion’s scarf, weaving his way across the leaf-strewn grass.


While Harper is at school, I spend my time studying too. I haven’t done any book learning for a while – on the state’s outreach programme I chose to work, not go to high school. But Harper gets me a pass to the Washington Library, and I spend hours reading up on the history of Connecticut in general and the Van Burens in particular.


Even to the initiated, it’s an impressive story. If the Van Burens didn’t actually come over on the Mayflower they were pretty damn close. Dutch settlers who founded the New Netherlands, the Van Burens were among the first to purchase a packet of land on Manhattan in 1631. A few short generations later, Martin Van Buren was in the White House, the only president in history not to have a British background, and who spoke English as a second language. It seemed odd to me that he was once an outsider, this founding father. I’m impressed.


I meet Harper at the Washington Square bandstand with the confidence of someone who knows the Van Burens inside out. She wastes no time. ‘You went to a wedding of the Coney Island Van Burens in the summer of 2024. Who was getting married?’


‘Mr Cornelis Maessen Van Buren and Miss Halley-Rose Winslow of the Long Island Winslows. Father of the bride Richard, mother Emily.’


She nods once. ‘Bunny Van Buren had the same nightcap every night for fifty years before retiring to bed. What was it?’


I don’t even have to think about this one. ‘Whiskey and tepid water, with a teaspoon of powdered ginger.’


‘Trace me the Van Buren family tree from President Martin Van Buren to your paternal grandfather.’
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