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For Alex,


from Leyton to Decatur




Like the tangled veins of cypress roots that meander this way and that in the swamp, everything in New Orleans is interrelated, wrapped around itself in ways that aren’t always obvious.


Under a Hoodoo Moon: The Life of the Night Tripper, Dr John Mac Rebennack 


And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.


Luke 15:23–24
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London: Caroline

Caroline carried her meds in an antique silver pillbox that had belonged to her mother, even though she could never remember whether she’d taken them once the pills were popped from their blister packs. She kept her father’s old Zippo in her handbag, although she never had time to refill the gas. She surrounded herself with vintage paperbacks because she liked the familiar way her family’s library of broken spines looked on her shelves, but she preferred to scroll social media than read. Her flat was filled with the cassettes and CDs her parents used to pair with a cocktail on a Friday night, but she listened to music on her laptop. She lived her life through a sepia filter, nostalgic for a time she’d never really known, an era that belonged to a different generation. Aesthetics over practicalities. That was Caroline all over. 

She planned Daniel’s dinner party with the same attention to detail.

Everything had to be perfect: a welcome-home feast for the weary traveller, a thirtieth-birthday celebration surrounded by friends. He’d be jet-lagged, of course, but Daniel always knew how to rise to an occasion, how to perform for a crowd. She could picture his face as he walked through the door, a look of confusion melting into recognition as each guest stepped forward in turn to relieve him of his heavy bags, to gather him into a warm, welcoming embrace, to press a cocktail into his hand. Caroline would remain seated, tranquil as a lily pad. 


‘You’re just in time for dinner,’ she’d say, and he’d look at the New Orleans-themed menu and laugh at her cleverness as she swatted away his apologies. 

‘How’d you know where to find me?’ he’d ask, and she’d smile. 

‘In every life, I’ll always find you,’ she’d say. 

They would drink champagne cocktails spiked with absinthe and stay up late while Daniel regaled them with tales of New Orleans. Maybe they’d even plan a trip together. He could take her to all the bars and restaurants he’d discovered in the city, and they could retrace his steps through the French Quarter side by side. Just the two of them.

She could see it all so clearly.

Caroline didn’t know much about New Orleans, so she spent an evening reading articles on the internet, watching informative videos made by earnest amateur foodies. She learned the difference between Cajun and Creole cuisine, po’ boys and muffulettas, étouffée and jambalaya. She learned that the famous Café du Monde coffee was flavoured with chicory, and the ‘holy trinity’ in Louisianan cooking was two parts sweet onion, one part celery and one part green pepper. 

She also learned that New Orleans had the third-highest murder rate of all US cities, trailing behind St Louis and Baltimore, and that Louisiana was home to an above-average number of missing persons. Is that why Daniel chose to spirit away to New Orleans? Did it feel like an easy place for a man to disappear?

Caroline’s menu came together easily once she understood the culinary landscape of the city. Grilled oysters to start, that was a given. Caroline loved oysters, loved their solitude, their hard exteriors, the secrecy of the full-moon pearls hidden within their soft folds. 

For the main course, a seafood gumbo seemed simple enough, served over a scoop of white rice and topped with a tangle of chopped spring onion. A warm, spiced stew – ­comfort in a bowl.


Dessert had to be something rich and decadent. She considered strawberry shortcake, but settled on the pomp and circumstance of bananas Foster flambéed at the table. With its swirl of rum caramel and melted ice cream, it would be the perfect sweet treat to counterbalance the savoury main. 

A Sazerac felt like the classic way to end a feast in New Orleans, but in her heart, in her gut, she knew she must finish with the morbidity of a Death in the Afternoon. Champagne spiked with sugar and absinthe, a taste of green reflections, hallucinations, a legacy of poets and artists touched by madness. 

She had the perfect dinner set on hand – the silver-trimmed china from their parents’ wedding – but she needed crystal rocks glasses for the aperitifs and champagne flutes for the digestifs. Rattan placemats, organic cotton napkins in deep purple, stitched with gold stars. Delicate oyster forks, green candlesticks pushed into vintage glass bottles, an antique silver chiller to keep the champagne cool.

On Daniel’s birthday, Caroline went shopping. She could have procured everything online, but she rather liked the ritualistic process of handpicking each item, although she felt like a housewife trotting around the shops; a Stepford wife with a bright, uncanny smile.

Spanish crisps flavoured with black truffle and a tin of spiced Gordal olives from the deli. A dozen fresh oysters and a heavy bag of fat king prawns from the fishmonger. A fistful of fresh herbs, aromatic as a bride’s bouquet, an assortment of vegetables, and a hand of bananas from the greengrocer. Vanilla ice cream, brown sugar, dark rum. Aesop handwash for the bathroom; a Diptyque candle to perfume the air of the flat, to overpower the fragrance of the feast as it came together in the kitchen. 

Flowers: she needed flowers, too. Magnolias would be ideal, but she couldn’t find any in the local florist, so she settled for a spray of gypsophila instead. Simple, classic. 


As she lugged her bounty back to the flat, she felt less like a Stepford wife and more like a scullery maid. The tote bags slid off her shoulders and dug into the palms of her hands, left long red welts as though she’d spent a significant number of hours tied up, left to rot in the boot of a car by a kidnapper. The bright sun burned her eyes, the healed hairline fracture in her tibia ached, and her left shoe gound against her heel, rubbed the skin raw and left a bloody stain on the leather. 

The canal was desolate, the water a dark quagmire. Against her better judgement, she had decided to take a shortcut along the canal towpath, which she usually avoided because, even after all these years, she still felt a distinct paranoia about returning to the scene of her first (and, arguably, worst) crime. 

The towpath was busy with a crowd of young professionals hanging out by the waters’ edge, drinking pints from the trendy canal-side bar and making the most of the first warm day of the year. Some were cooling off by dipping their feet into the water, jeans rolled up to their knees. Vile. Caroline would never submerge so much as a toenail in there. She’d seen the rotten jetsam that collected at the locks, a reeking stew of plastic bottles, crisp packets and scum that baked all day in the sun. She knew what dark histories lurked beneath the water’s surface.

The flat was cold and dark. Without Daniel, it felt barren, unlived in. She missed his music, the sound of his voice as he sent endless voice notes to his friends, the sweet smell of Santal 33 as he readied himself for a night out. 

It was unthinkable to imagine he might never set foot in here again, might never put away his clean socks on the radiator, might never finish the half-read paperback balanced on the arm of the sofa. No – he would be back in time for dinner. That’s what she’d said; that was the deal. 

She snapped on the lights, banished the shadows from every corner. As she unpacked her shopping, Caroline listened to the footsteps and music through the floorboards overhead. Her upstairs neighbours were dinner-party people. The savoury scent of their cooking – onions softening in butter, perhaps – dominated the air, and she lit the Diptyque candle to freshen the space. She imagined one pouring wine, the other stirring a Le Creuset of risotto or rigatoni alla vodka. Later, one might dip her wooden spoon into the bubbling dish, and the other might boogey over, her bare feet slapping against the lino, for a taste. 

Earlier, they’d played a mix of milquetoast pop, like Fleetwood Mac and ABBA, but now their soundtrack was a lively jazz. If Caroline believed in good omens, which she categorically did not, this would feel like a sign. A nod of encouragement, an endorsement from the universe. Instead, it served as nothing but inspiration: jazz would be the perfect background music to Daniel’s dinner party, and she searched the internet for a New Orleans-inspired playlist. 

She swept and hoovered, washed the fruit and veg, arranged the flowers in a couple of clean Bonne Maman jam jars and lit more candles. Then she poured the last of a bottle of Sancerre into a glass and took her place at the table to wait.

Her phone rang, the number unknown. Perhaps it was Daniel, letting her know he’d landed safely at Heathrow. She answered the call with a cheerful, ‘Hello, darling – is that you?’






London: Selina

One week later

Caroline’s invitation wasn’t much of a surprise. I’d been seeing a lot of signs in the week since I’d returned home from New Orleans. A pale feather caught in my hair. A cabbage white fluttering in the garden. An empty snail’s shell on my doorstep, bleached cream by the sun and no bigger than a thumbnail. White was Daniel’s colour, the colour of his shirt, his sunglasses, his vape. Lilies, daisy petals, dandelion seeds. The papery bark of the silver birch. Pearls, the palest sand, bone. It was him; it was always him. It was Daniel reaching out to me, leaving signs to remind me that he was still there, he was still with me, and that I would never be free. 

New Orleans was still with me, too. The hum of a bluebottle could be the drone of a sun-drunk mosquito. The light breeze that rattled the leaves of the plane trees could be stirring the branches of the magnolia in the hostel courtyard. A distant pneumatic drill was the dull, melodious whirr of hidden cicadas, and the base note of damp concrete lacked only the top note of spilled rum to complete the perfume of the Big Easy.

In the supermarket, I caught myself looking for the flavours of the city, but the few things that reminded me of my brief time in New Orleans – oysters, absinthe, champagne – felt too ostentatious to bring to an evening like this. It would be a sombre affair, with a simple, wholesome meal at its centre. Something that involved meditative chopping and stirring, minimal clean-up. Wine was the obvious choice, but I worried about showing up with a bottle of red in the face of a delicate saffron-infused risotto, or a white to contend with a rich spaghetti bolognese. A bottle of fizz was probably the safe option for a regular dinner party, but this was no ordinary invitation to dinner.

The crash of broken glass snapped me from my reverie. A woman stood over the crime scene – a bottle had slipped from her grasp and smashed, sending a spatter of red wine all over the plasticky floor, across the white toes of her Converse and up the legs of her jeans. 

It was a sign. 

Red wine was Daniel’s poison. In the muggy heat of the city, I couldn’t stand it – room-temperature Merlot held an uncanny resemblance to blood on the tongue – but it was the right choice. I settled on a mid-price bottle of Shiraz, and my hands shook as I fumbled with my phone to pay for it. 

Since arriving home, I’d spent so much energy avoiding the topic of New Orleans, it was almost overwhelming to think that I was about to spend an entire evening talking about it. I wanted to talk about New Orleans, though. I did. I wanted to talk about the cocktails I’d drunk, the meals I’d eaten. I wanted to talk about the quality of the air, the dampness of it, the way it curled my hair and made my skin glow. I wanted to talk about Bourbon Street, with its bright lights, cacophony of music and tacky gift shops. The Spanish moss tumbling in knots from the trees like the weather-worn Mardi Gras beads that were draped from so many street signs and railings all over the French Quarter. 

These people wouldn’t be interested in any of that, though. That wasn’t the story they wanted me to tell. They didn’t want to hear about the jazz or the drinks or the weather. They wanted to hear about what happened next. 

They wanted to know what happened to Daniel.








Menu


Aperitif


Sazerac
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Appetiser


Charbroiled Oysters


[image: Images]


Entrée


Seafood Gumbo
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Dessert


Bananas Foster
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Digestif


Death in the Afternoon


Laissez les bon temps rouler!









Aperitif


Sazerac
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Known as the oldest cocktail in America, the Sazerac carries the history of New Orleans in its signature blend of rye whiskey, sugar and Peychaud’s bitters. Served in a chilled rocks glass licked with absinthe.








London: Richard

Richard liked the simplicity of a freshly shucked oyster: a quick, cold swallow of salinity, the brightening zip of lemon, the sharp bite of shallot mignonette. It seemed like a waste to drown their delicate flavour in a punchy garlic butter, to grill them into submission and eat them with a fork like escargot, but that didn’t matter now: Caroline’s oysters were rotten.

‘I couldn’t bear to throw it all away,’ she said, peering into the fridge as Richard surveyed its contents. Spoiled vegetables, browning bananas, a stinking bag of decomposing prawns. ‘I thought he’d be back last week. I did all this shopping for his birthday dinner … I was just so sure he’d be back.’

Caroline’s face was etched with the strain of sleepless nights and frantic, long-distance phone calls. A ripeness clung to her, the smell of unwashed hair and dirty clothes. Richard’s attention drifted to the silver scar that traced a path from her eyebrow to her hairline. It was nearly invisible now, faded from amethyst to opal.

‘Well, let’s get this fridge sorted,’ he said. ‘You can’t leave it like this, you’ll get sick.’

‘I don’t care if I get sick,’ she said.

‘I care if you get sick.’ 

He peeled a bin bag from the roll and shook it out, then returned his attention to the fridge – a handsome, double-doored Samsung with dispensers for both ice and chilled water. Richard expected such a fine bit of kit to be well used, bursting with fresh produce, glass bottles of spring water and kombucha, artisanal cheeses and deli meats. All Caroline seemed to have to hand, however, were the putrid ingredients for her obsolete menu.

She’d always been the type to live on black coffee, champagne and cigarettes, he supposed. A life sustained entirely on business lunches and pre-packaged salads seemed about right. Perhaps she spent most of her time at someone else’s flat? That familiar, shameful feeling of envy rose within him. Best not to dwell on things like that, although it was hard to imagine Caroline in the throes of a romance. She was perpetually single at university, more interested in her studies – and clinging to the shadow of her brother – than finding a lover of her own. In the twelve years they’d known one another, she kept any trysts to herself. 

Richard dropped the rancid shellfish, wilted herbs and mouldy green peppers into the bin bag. The overripe bananas would make a fine banana bread, but he couldn’t bear the thought of using produce that had sat in such close proximity to rank seafood for a week. They had to go.

The flat still had a sour smell to it, like stagnant water, and Richard found the culprits after a quick search of the open-plan kitchen-diner: several jam jars of gypsophila, the stems slimy with rot. Into the bag with them, too. He rinsed the jam jars in hot, soapy water, then turned back to the fridge to wipe the glass shelves with an antibacterial spray.

His fingertips skimmed the slender shoulders of a champagne bottle, the iconic sunflower yellow label of Veuve Clicquot. He knew this champagne like the back of his hand: its golden hue, a rich silkiness on the tongue, flavours of white tree fruits, pears, apples and peaches; citrussy notes of mandarin and grapefruit; morning-pastry aromas of fresh brioche and warm croissants, a touch of dried fruit to finish. A celebratory champagne. It reminded him of Caroline. It spoke of finishing essays and passing exams, of observing milestone birthdays, special occasions. Sex. It wasn’t the right choice for Death in the Afternoons, where a punch of absinthe would kill those delicate flavours. Again, it was a waste – but they wouldn’t be opening any champagne tonight.

‘I keep expecting him to walk through the door and pour himself a glass of wine,’ Caroline said.

She looked so broken, with dark bags beneath traumatised eyes, and candy-pink nostrils chapped from too many tissues. Should he hug her? Was that the right thing to do? Richard’s desire to hold her was the very thing that made him hesitate. It felt too much like an ulterior motive, the behaviour of a desperate loser, a creep taking advantage of a vulnerable woman in her hour of need.

‘I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now,’ he said. ‘But you need to take care of yourself. When did you last have something to eat?’

She thought for a moment. ‘I can’t remember.’

‘You need to eat,’ he said. ‘Let me make you something while you grab a shower and get into some fresh clothes, and then when the others arrive, we can talk about Daniel.’

Daniel. Richard’s heart ached. When he thought of ­Daniel, he pictured dust drifting through the silver light of an overhead projector, the smell of fresh popcorn, red wine and cigarette smoke. Late nights in the library; long conversations in candlelit bars.

He opened Caroline’s kitchen cupboards, surveying her meagre groceries: tinned olives, expensive crisps, chicken stock, flour, two large brown onions, wrapped in dried papery skins. ‘Shall I make some pasta? I can pop to the shops.’

Caroline bit her bottom lip. ‘Do you know how to make a gumbo?’

*


Caroline’s kitchen knife was blunt, the edge rough with nicks, but it moved quickly in Richard’s practised hand, a flash of silver under the kitchen’s bright spotlights. The muscles in his forearm rippled and flexed as he diced a twist on the French mirepoix: white onion, celery and, in lieu of the conventional carrot, green pepper.

With neat efficiency, he gathered the peels and seeds and dropped them into the bin, then scooped the diced vegetables into a bowl and put them to one side. He dried his hands on a tea towel as he scanned the recipe on his phone. 

Caroline reappeared in a cloud of her signature perfume, dark hair damp. The warmth of the shower had failed to return the colour to her cheeks, but she looked more put together as she lit a scented candle and opened the balcony door to clear the air. 

‘Feeling better?’ he asked. 

‘A little.’ She leaned against the fridge. ‘What are you up to?’

‘Making the roux,’ he said, tipping a dune of flour from a paper bag into a bowl on the scales. ‘There’s an expression in Creole cooking: first, you make a roux. It means … well, I guess it’s self-explanatory, really. It just means you always start with the roux, because the roux is the most important part of the dish. It binds everything together, creates the base of the stew. Plus, the deeper the colour, the richer and more flavourful the gumbo will be.’

‘Wow,’ Caroline said, a blank expression on her face. ‘That’s fascinating, Dicky.’

‘Right,’ he replied, ears turning pink. ‘Well. I thought it was interesting.’

He dumped the flour and several shiny pats of butter into a burnt-orange Le Creuset and stirred until the fat melted into a thin, creamy sauce. Caroline placed a hand on his bicep, and he couldn’t help but tense the muscle beneath the sleeve of his T-shirt. 


‘I need a drink,’ Caroline said. ‘Shall we open a bottle of something?’

He swallowed. ‘Sure.’

‘Red or white?’

‘Which is open?’

‘Neither.’

‘Which do you prefer?’

She took a deep breath, as though he were testing her patience. ‘I don’t know, Dicky. Just pick one.’

‘Is the white chilled?’

‘It’s been in the fridge for about’ – she checked the time on her phone – ‘an hour.’

The memory of that awful smell of rot and decay flashed through his mind. ‘Red, then, please.’

‘Fine. Red it is.’

She retrieved a bottle from the rack and uncorked it without much ceremony. Richard winced as she filled two glasses straight away. It should really sit for a while to breathe, but that didn’t seem to be of great concern to Caroline. He stirred the roux, and a warm, nutty smell rose from the pan as the velvety mixture turned peanut-butter brown. 

‘It’s a good wine,’ she said to fill the silence, prompting Richard to lift his drink and examine the colour in the light. ‘Daniel’s favourite.’

He swirled it, let the bright haemoglobin red coat the sides of the glass, then took a deep sniff.

‘Spicy,’ he said, as he considered the wine’s bouquet. ‘Soft, ripe blackberries. Earthy – hints of leather.’ Hints of ­Daniel. He took a small sip and nodded. ‘Châteauneuf-du-Pape? Beautiful.’

As Caroline brought her glass to her nose and inhaled, her eyes filled with tears. He wondered if the scent reminded her of Daniel too.


‘Caroline, I can’t imagine what you’re going through,’ he said, turning towards her.

‘You’ve already said that.’ She glanced into the pan. ‘Don’t let that burn.’ 

When the roux reached the colour of an old penny, Richard added the chopped vegetables and stirred until they were coated in the rich, savoury base. He sprinkled the mixture with Cajun seasoning, poured a litre of chicken stock into the pan, and left his gumbo to simmer. By the time they were ready to eat, it would be unctuous and perfect, although he had a feeling most of it would remain untouched, left to congeal in their bowls. 

*

Sage arrived with a dusty bunch of dried lavender and a batch of homemade elderflower cordial, neither of which Caroline seemed particularly taken with. Max had a crate of Camden Hells and a bottle of Jim Beam in his arms, as though preparing for a party. 

‘Thanks for inviting us over,’ Sage said, dragging an unwilling Caroline into a full-bodied hug. ‘It’s good to be surrounded by your community at times like this.’

Richard could see Caroline’s face reflected in the mirror by the door, grimacing at the forced proximity to Sage’s blood-red curls. He suspected Caroline did not consider Sage part of her community. 

‘I owe you an apology,’ Caroline replied mechanically, extracting herself from the essential-oil scent of Sage’s embrace. ‘I wasn’t in my right mind the last time we met.’

‘Oh God, don’t even think about that. Stress does funny things to people.’ Sage cocked her head to one side, empathy written all over her face. ‘Not that I think there’s anything to worry about. I spoke to my spiritual advisor, and she said Mercury’s in retrograde. Miscommunication is king right now – so I think that’s all it is. Mixed messages, a lost phone … something like that.’

Caroline eyed Sage with a dangerous expression. 

‘Yeah, that’ll be it,’ Max said under his breath. 

‘It’s Max, isn’t it?’ said Richard, disrupting the tension with an extended hand. 

‘Yeah man, good to meet you,’ Max said, switching the Jim Beam from one hand to the other to accept Richard’s greeting. ‘It’s Dicky, right?’

‘Richard,’ he said, correcting Max before the old nickname took hold. 

Richard had seen various photos of Max over the years, mostly attached to articles about the band. He’d always thought Max possessed an enviable, effortless rockstar swagger, the kind of striking features that turned heads, but there was a gauntness to his face now. He had the sweet smell of a man drinking to recover from the night before.

While Richard poured Sage a glass of wine, he watched her take in the strangeness of Caroline’s apartment. It was modern and open-plan, towering over the city on the tenth floor of a sparkling new build, but Caroline had filled every inch of it with an incongruous mix of old hand-me-down furniture, stacks of battered second-hand books, and threadbare Turkish rugs that had clearly felt the weight of many pairs of feet over many decades. 

‘You grew up nearby, right?’ Sage asked Caroline, accepting a glass of wine from Richard and taking it to the round séance-style table set for dinner. 

‘We did,’ Caroline said. ‘My parents lived on the other side of the canal, but we had to sell the house when they died.’ 

The mention of death lingered, as it so often does, and a brief silence settled over the group. No one knew what to say, no one knew what to do with themselves, without Daniel there to bring them all together.


‘Have you heard from Daniel?’ Max asked.

Caroline took a deep breath. ‘We should sit down.’

Richard swallowed a mouthful of wine and braced himself as he took the seat next to Caroline. 

‘I’ve had some worrying news,’ she said. ‘I don’t really know what to make of it.’

‘Oh God,’ said Sage, covering her face with her hands. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Some of Daniel’s things were found in a body of water, about fifteen miles from New Orleans,’ Caroline said. Her hands were shaking, but her voice remained steady.

‘What things?’ Max asked. ‘What did they find?’

‘His passport and a shirt.’

‘I don’t understand,’ Sage interrupted, bewildered. ‘So, ­Daniel’s in New Orleans?’

Caroline closed her eyes and inhaled, and then she spoke slowly, as though she were explaining something very simple to someone very stupid: ‘We don’t know if he’s in New Orleans, Sage. That’s the whole fucking problem. But there’s more. The police said the shirt was like a cheesecloth cover-­­up, the kind a woman might wear to the beach. It was torn and covered in blood.’

‘Jesus wept,’ said Max, who had turned a strange porridge-grey colour, as though he were on the verge of passing out.

‘Let’s not panic,’ Richard said, swallowing the urge to vomit. ‘Have they run any tests? Do they know whose blood it is?’

‘Not yet,’ said Caroline. ‘It could take a while, apparently, but I said it didn’t sound like something Daniel would wear, so I don’t think it can be his shirt – or his blood.’

‘It’s obviously not his shirt,’ Sage said. ‘That’s something, at least? It obviously can’t be his shirt.’

Richard couldn’t decide which element of this surprised him more: the fact that Daniel had been traced to New Orleans, or that Caroline’s original menu of charbroiled oysters, gumbo and bananas Foster was clearly inspired by the city. Typical Caroline: she had based an entire dinner party around a trip Daniel had taken without her.

‘So, what happens next?’ Richard asked. ‘Forensics, that kind of thing?’

‘They’re going to dredge the surrounding swamp,’ said ­Caroline. ‘And see if they can find anything else.’

Sour saliva flooded Richard’s mouth. He went to take a sip of wine, found his glass was empty. As he topped up their drinks, he paused. There were five wine glasses on the table.

‘Are we expecting anyone else?’ Richard asked, and then he felt the vertiginous plunge of a misstep. Of course – she had set a place for Daniel. They each turned to consider the last place at the table, a place set for the ghost at the feast. 

‘I’ve invited a psychic,’ Caroline said. ‘She spent some time with Daniel in New Orleans, and her name came up in the investigation. She’s from London, so I asked her to join us.’

*

The psychic was in her mid-thirties, by Richard’s estimation. Her heeled boots clicked on the hardwood floor as she followed Caroline to the dining table, eyes darting around the flat, taking in the parquet flooring, the trailing plants, the stained-glass feature window above the front door. 

‘I bought wine,’ she said, in a surprisingly high-pitched voice, as she handed a bottle of cheap supermarket red to Caroline. She kept touching her hair, adjusting the neckline of her dress.

She’s nervous, Richard thought. 

‘That’s very kind of you,’ Caroline said, eyeing the label.

It took the others a moment to recompose themselves as they absorbed the psychic’s striking appearance: long turquoise hair, the roots covered with a wide-brimmed black hat, and a sweet face hidden beneath glamourous gothic make-up. She had large breasts, Richard couldn’t help but notice, and a narrow waist accentuated by a black wrap-around dress that was belted just beneath her bust.

She blinked at them all, a rabbit caught in the headlights of their attention. Perhaps sensing her anxiety, Sage placed a hand on her arm. ‘Thank you so much for coming – this must be pretty overwhelming.’

‘I just hope I can help,’ said the psychic. ‘Or offer some comfort in these uncertain times.’ 

‘Do you know what Daniel was doing in New Orleans?’ ­Richard asked, although he looked to Caroline as he spoke. 

‘He was on holiday, same as me,’ the psychic replied. ‘I didn’t think there was anything unusual about him at first. I mean, he was very striking, of course. Very charismatic, fun to be around.’ Her voice cracked, and she coughed.

‘Sorry – can I get you a drink, Selina?’ Richard asked. ‘We’re just having some wine, or I could make you a cup of tea?’

‘A glass of wine would be lovely, thank you.’

Richard fetched the bottle and poured her a glass of ­Châteauneuf-du-Pape. Given the chance to breathe, the heady aroma of the wine opened like a flower: he detected lichen growing on tree branches, chestnut mushrooms burrowed deep in the frigid winter earth, liquorice held in a paper bag, and rich, overripe blackberries on the brink of rot. It was an incredible, complex wine. He wished he could slip a bottle into his bag, take it home and truly appreciate it – and then he caught himself and felt a tremendous swell of grief. What did the wine matter, at a time like this?

‘Caroline told us you’re a psychic – is that right?’ Sage asked.

‘Yes,’ the psychic said. ‘I’ve been practising the tarot since I was a teenager.’

‘That’s incredible,’ Sage replied. ‘Do you get much work?’

‘Enough to get by. I started selling readings online during the pandemic, and it grew from there.’


Sage reached for the psychic’s hand and gave it a warm squeeze. ‘We really are so grateful you could join us tonight,’ she said. 

‘I just want to help,’ said the psychic, ‘in any way I can.’

‘Did you bring your cards?’ asked Sage. ‘I’d love a reading – we all would, I’m sure.’

‘Oh, absolutely,’ said the psychic, digging into her handbag and withdrawing a fat deck of cards wrapped in a square of black silk. ‘I often find the tarot helps me organise my thoughts – and you never know what it might bring up.’

Richard frowned. That didn’t seem like a productive way to spend their evening – surely there were more pressing matters to discuss? He caught Max’s eye, who curled his lip into a sneer as he raised his can for a swig. Caroline’s attention was fixed on the psychic though, so he swallowed the desire to protest. 

‘Like what?’ Caroline asked. ‘What might it bring up? I genuinely can’t imagine.’

‘Oh … you know … memories, thoughts, feelings. The cards are almost like prompts for discussion – it’s ultimately up to you to decide how to interpret each one, but I can help to guide you.’

‘Are people receptive to this kind of thing?’ Richard asked, attempting sincerity for the sake of propriety. 

‘Some are – but I get quite a lot of hate for it, actually,’ the psychic said, with a small, self-deprecating smile. ‘But I don’t mind. I know it’s not for everyone, and that’s okay.’

The psychic’s attention settled on Richard. ‘Did you say your name was Richard? Are you the friend from university?’ 

Richard swallowed. ‘Yes. Caroline, Daniel and I studied film together.’

‘You too?’ The psychic turned to Caroline, surprised. ‘I thought you were a little older.’

‘I took some time out,’ Caroline explained. ‘I had to take care of Daniel after we lost our parents. He was only sixteen.’


‘And you went to the same university?’

‘We’ve always been very close,’ she said. ‘We don’t have anyone else. Just each other. Grief does that to you – it makes you hold on to things.’

*

In their first year, the siblings didn’t seem particularly interested in getting to know their course mates, and the feeling was mostly mutual, although Richard couldn’t help but think about the petal-pink rosebud of Caroline’s mouth when his mind drifted during seminars, and he often found himself searching for a glimpse of her when he entered the lecture theatre for their three-hour class on world cinema.

Everything about her was a little bit different. Richard liked the way she dressed – in loose summer dresses and an oversized tweed blazer, like a farmer’s daughter raised on fresh milk, apples and honey. He liked the way she smelled, too – clean and astringent, of washing powder and a punchy, almost masculine perfume that belonged uniquely to her. She seemed like a real adult. Mature, wise beyond her years. In comparison, Richard felt almost adolescent. He spent most of his first year following in the footsteps of many noble freshers before him: destroying his taste buds with cheap pints, bottles of Smirnoff Ice and various iterations of the ‘student special’ from the local takeaways that he ate with fumbling, drunken fingers, dropping ribbons of kebab meat and scatters of shredded cabbage as he stumbled home.

Caroline was more reserved than her brother. While Daniel savoured the limelight, she kept to herself and didn’t seem to have any friends. She was serious and studious, and seldom spoke up in seminars, despite arriving to each session well prepared, with pages of annotations written in a controlled hand. In lectures, she took careful notes, filling page after page with a neat cursive, while her brother often turned up late, fiddled with his phone, and never had a pen of his own.

Daniel swept around the Brutalist campus in a black overcoat with the collar turned up, surrounded by a never-ending parade of friends. Intriguingly, Richard occasionally spotted him deep in conversation over coffee or a bottle of red wine with their lecturer Benjamin Taylor, a tall, slender man with salt-and-pepper hair and an infectious enthusiasm for the big screen. 

Richard didn’t struggle to make friends, but they were friendships of convenience. He rubbed along well with his flatmates, a laddish group who mostly studied either Business or Sports Science, and he shared the occasional pint in the student union with a couple of the guys on his course, but considering they were film students, they weren’t particularly interested in talking about cinema, and Richard didn’t have much else in common with them. He often felt himself fade into the background in social situations, and knew that in five years’ time, none of them would remember his name.

*

‘So how did you end up becoming friends?’ the psychic asked, placing a white plastic vape between her lips and inhaling a lungful of sweet smoke. 

‘I helped Daniel with an essay,’ Richard replied.

‘That’s one way to put it,’ Caroline said. 

*

It was towards the end of their first year. The final essay was due, a 1500-word comparison piece on two films of their choosing from the syllabus. The library smelled of Red Bull and anxiety; it was busy with stressed students cramming for exams and desperately hunting for books that might unlock the secret to scoring a first. Richard wasn’t the type to leave things to the last minute, but he was looking for any books that might mention either Claire Denis or Kathryn ­Bigelow to strengthen his arguments and add a little credence to his work. 

‘If you’re looking for the Oxford Guide to Film Studies, I’ll murder you for it,’ a voice breathed into his ear. 

He turned, and there was Daniel, dressed in black, with his curls pulled into a ponytail. 

Richard gave him a perplexed smile. ‘Well, no – of course not, that’s the core text. We’ve been working from it all year. Don’t you have a copy?’

Daniel rolled his eyes and offered a wan smile. ‘I kept meaning to pick one up, but I never got round to it. Can I borrow yours? Just for an hour?’

Richard’s copy of the Oxford Guide to Film Studies was fringed with sticky tabs, the margins thick with annotations. It was the blueprint for his growing understanding of the landscape of cinema, and he’d used it for every essay, every presentation, every seminar, since they’d arrived in Norwich. It was broken in like a favourite pair of boots, shaped over time to fit the specific way his brain worked. Lending it to Daniel would be like handing over the skeleton of his own essay.

‘Go on, darling. I’ll buy you a drink,’ Daniel said, nudging him. ‘It’s only an hour, don’t be so mean.’

Caroline appeared then, with a pair of takeaway coffees and a copy of Lacan and Contemporary Film under one arm. Ignoring Richard entirely, she muttered to her brother in a low voice: ‘Well, I can see you haven’t managed to find it.’

‘No, but this handsome young man said I can borrow his,’ Daniel said, wrapping an arm around Richard’s shoulders. As a rich, musky smell of sweat and body spray rose from Daniel’s armpit, Richard glowed. No one had ever called him handsome before. He knew he wasn’t unattractive, but his red hair and petite frame meant he was doomed to be compared to Rupert Grint or Ed Sheeran, which he simply loathed. He’d grown a beard specifically to distance himself from his baby-faced celebrity doppelgängers, but it seemed impossible to shake the association entirely. 

‘Sorry, darling,’ Daniel said. ‘What did you say your name was again?’

‘Richard.’

‘Dicky – my friend, my saviour, my hero. I owe you a drink.’

‘Are you on our course?’ Caroline asked, and the brief flutter of elation Richard felt at being addressed directly was quickly replaced by the crushing realisation that she had no idea who he was.

‘Yeah,’ Richard said. ‘I think we’re in the same seminar, too – Monday mornings?’

‘The best seminar,’ Daniel said. ‘No one can be bothered to show up on a Monday morning, but who goes out on a Sunday night?’

‘Like you’d know,’ Caroline said. ‘You’re never there either.’

‘Oh, I mean the seminars are a waste of time anyway,’ Daniel said. ‘Fuck the seminars. Come on, Dicky, let’s find somewhere for us to sit.’ He must have caught Richard’s hesitation, because he recoiled slightly. ‘Oh God, I’m so sorry – you obviously have better things to do than hang out with us. I can return the book to you later, if you like? I only need it for a couple of hours, tops.’

Richard checked the time on his phone. The essay was due at midday the following day, and it was already gone eight. As much as he wanted to be helpful, he couldn’t risk letting the book out of his sight in case Daniel failed to return it. Richard suspected Daniel wasn’t the most reliable of men. 


‘No, you’re alright,’ Richard said. ‘Let’s find somewhere to sit.’

‘Well, take your coffee, then,’ Caroline said, pushing the disposable cup into Daniel’s hand. Richard thought that meant she wasn’t going to stay, but, to his unspoken delight, she followed them through the library to a quiet corner in the creative writing department and unpacked a tote bag of books.

Richard studied the titles with keen interest. ‘What are you writing about?’

‘The role of the psychopath in twentieth-century cinema,’ she said.

‘What are your comparative texts?’

‘Silence of the Lambs and Psycho.’

‘Hitchcock or Van Sant?’

‘Van Sant.’

‘Huh,’ he said. ‘Rogue choice.’

She prickled. ‘Well, we have to pick texts from the syllabus.’ 

‘Yeah, but the original was a secondary text, so I think it’s okay to write about it. You can’t examine psychopathy in cinema and not discuss the Hitchcock original – that’s wild.’

‘Well, I’ve obviously referenced it,’ she said, offended. ‘I’ve obviously referenced Hitchcock.’

Richard shrugged off his rucksack and unpacked it, placing his laptop and notebook side by side. ‘Obviously.’

‘Why, what would you do? Just write about a primary and a secondary text and risk failing for not following the rules of the assignment?’

‘Nah,’ he said. ‘I’d write to Benjamin and ask if it was okay.’

‘Well, I can’t change it now anyway,’ she snapped. ‘I’ve been working on this essay for weeks.’

‘There’s my darling,’ Daniel said, ignoring them both and swooping in on Richard’s copy of the course textbook.

‘What films are you doing?’ Richard asked him, relieved to step out of the bracing limelight of Caroline’s attention.


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Daniel said breezily, flipping through the textbook without really paying attention to the words as they flicked past. ‘What’s on the syllabus again? What are the primary thingies?’

‘I’m not telling you,’ Caroline said, opening her laptop.

‘She’s being such a bitch about the whole thing,’ Daniel said to Richard in a stage whisper. ‘She knows my taste; I don’t know why she can’t just tell me what to write about. She wouldn’t even lend me her textbook – her own brother.’

‘But you’ve been to the screenings, haven’t you?’ Richard asked. 

They had a lecture every Tuesday, followed by a screening of the film. Richard was confused – he usually spotted Daniel there with a coffee in hand.

‘He bloody well sleeps through them all,’ Caroline said. ‘I told him I wasn’t going to do his essay for him.’

‘Oh, I think it’s ridiculous,’ Daniel said. ‘We don’t all need to sit there in the dark like a fucking pensioners’ film club. I’d rather watch them in my own time with a glass of wine and a cigarette.’

‘But you don’t watch them in your own time,’ Caroline said.

‘Well, I’m not going to sit through them all twice, am I?’

‘Just the once would do!’

‘So – wait, you haven’t watched any of the films?’ Richard asked, amazed. 

‘Oh, you sound just like her,’ Daniel said, cocking his head and jabbing a thumb in Caroline’s direction. ‘First year hardly matters. It’s just pass or fail; the actual grades don’t mean a thing.’

Caroline took a steadying breath. ‘Well, if you pass, I’ll buy the champagne. But I’m not spoon-feeding the entire syllabus to you the night before the final deadline. I have my own essay to worry about.’


‘I don’t need your spoons,’ Daniel said triumphantly. ‘I have Dicky.’

‘You have Dicky’s textbook,’ Caroline corrected him. ‘For an hour. And then you have to leave the poor boy alone.’ She turned to Richard: ‘Don’t let him drag you down to his level. He’ll pull you under to save himself.’

‘She’s so dramatic,’ Daniel said with a fond smile. ‘Don’t you just love her?’

Caroline rolled her eyes and returned her attention to her laptop screen. After a few moments, she seemed to find her place and began to type. Richard followed suit, and soon he was lost in thought about the subtle beauty of Beau Travail.

After an hour or so, Caroline closed her computer and began to gather her books and notes. ‘Right, that’s me done.’

‘You’re not done,’ Daniel said, leaning back in his seat to eye her with surprise. He had been sketching a pair of vampirine lips, complete with bloody, pointed fangs, in the margin of ­Richard’s book.

‘I’m done.’

‘You can’t be finished – I haven’t even started.’

‘Well, that’s probably how I’ve managed to finish and you haven’t,’ she said, shrugging into her oversized blazer. It drooped at the shoulders, made her look like a little girl in her father’s jacket. ‘I’ll see you back at the house. Nice to meet you, Dicky.’

‘Bye,’ Richard said, watching her glide through the library, books held against her chest.

‘What a dumb slut,’ Daniel said, tapping a biro against his cheek. ‘How’s yours going?’

‘Nearly done,’ Richard replied. ‘I just have to write the conclusion and then cross-reference my sources.’

Daniel sighed, and tipped his chair so he was balancing on the back legs. ‘Christ, do you smoke? I’m desperate.’


‘I think I have some Marlboro Lights,’ Richard said.

‘Ugh. Fresh-air fags.’

‘Suit yourself.’

‘I didn’t say no. Come on, let’s go for a cig.’

The concrete campus was still relatively busy while the last of the day’s sun clung to the horizon. Students were dotted on the amphitheatre-style steps, listening to music and waiting for their evenings to start in earnest. Disco lights flashed within the student union bar, some kind of celebration unfolding inside.

‘I’d kill for a glass of red,’ Daniel said, gazing towards the strobe as he accepted a cigarette from Richard’s pack.

‘You have an essay to finish,’ Richard replied, stowing the pack in his pocket without taking one for himself. 

‘No, you have an essay to finish. I have an essay to start.’ Daniel drew on the filter, and blew smoke into the breeze. ‘Oh fuck it, shall we have a wine? Go on, just one. The library’s open all night, isn’t it?’

‘The library closes in half an hour,’ Richard corrected him. ‘Summer hours.’

‘Oh well, double-fuck it. I’m screwed anyway – we might as well.’ He laughed. ‘What are you writing about?’

‘Masculinity and the male gaze in Beau Travail and Point Break,’ Richard said.

‘Sounds hot – what are they about?’

Richard sighed, and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He didn’t want to share his work with Daniel, but there didn’t seem to be an elegant way of sidestepping the question. 

‘Beau Travail is about soldiers in the French Foreign Legion – one becomes irrationally obsessed with the other and tries to kill him.’

‘Hot.’

‘Well—’

‘And Point Break?’


‘It’s about an undercover FBI agent who infiltrates a group of surfers suspected to be a criminal gang.’

‘I’m going to be honest with you, darling, they don’t sound like they have much in common,’ Daniel said.

‘I’m interested in the relationship between the male body and the camera,’ Richard said, and he went on to explain the way the camera lingered on sweat, salt and sea spray on skin; the way the films explored themes of masculinity, toxicity and domesticity, and the relationships between men in all-male spaces.

Daniel listened with an intense expression on his face, and asked pertinent questions. 

‘But if they both have female directors, I don’t see how the male gaze is relevant,’ he said. 

‘Have you actually read Laura Mulvey’s essay on the male gaze?’

‘Of course not,’ Daniel replied with a lackadaisical shrug, and Richard found himself laughing. 

They talked as Daniel finished his cigarette, and when Daniel suggested they went to the library to collect their things, ­Richard followed. It didn’t take much persuasion for him to rent both movies from the AV department, and Daniel bought two bottles of red wine from the Co-Op to take back to Richard’s flat, where they watched the films back to back. 

As the wine loosened the mood, Richard could feel ­Daniel slowly teasing the details of his essay out of him, but he found he didn’t mind. What did it matter? It was too late for Daniel to do anything with his analysis, anyway. Plus, they were friends now, right? Friends shared wine and batted ideas between them, didn’t they? And he was proud of his thesis: the idea that these films were stitched together by the relationship between the camera, the viewer and the place where a seam of fabric met the skin of a man’s thigh. He wanted to share his pet theories, his thoughts on the balance between the masculine and the feminine, the roles men played, the masks they wore.

‘Are you gay?’ Daniel asked, reclining on the sofa.

‘No,’ Richard said. ‘I just really love these films.’

‘Shame,’ Daniel replied with a smirk, and Richard couldn’t help but feel flattered. The thought of being perceived as even marginally attractive by someone as charismatic as Daniel was thrilling.

Richard fell asleep in the early hours, wine-drunk with a head full of the crashing of waves and the crunch of salt beneath army-issued boots. He woke up late, and delivered his essay with a rushed conclusion that he suspected would cost him the first he felt his ideas deserved. He was right: when their grades came in, Benjamin had awarded his essay a 2:1.

Daniel got a first, and when Caroline bought him a case of Veuve Clicquot to celebrate, it was Richard he invited over to share the first bottle.

*

The psychic was shuffling her tarot cards, full attention on ­Richard. ‘Did you mind that he chose to write about the same films?’ she asked. 

‘Of course not. He didn’t copy me or anything,’ Richard said quickly, and he couldn’t help but cringe at how defensive he must sound. ‘I inspired him. I just happened to be writing about something that interested him, and then he did his own thing with it. It wasn’t a carbon copy of my essay; it was totally different.’

Caroline snorted. ‘Come on, Dicky.’

‘Did you read his essay?’ the psychic asked. 

‘Well, no – but …’

‘Did he read yours?’

Richard squirmed. ‘I guess he read parts of it over the course of the evening.’


‘So, he took the foundations of your work and built a new structure on top of it,’ the psychic summarised, nodding thoughtfully.

‘I wouldn’t say that’s quite what happened.’

‘You’re very loyal,’ she said, and then her voice softened: ‘Did you stay friends after university?’

‘Sure,’ Richard said, swallowing the sudden, shameful desire to cry. ‘We meet up from time to time. Daniel’s great. Fun to be around, smart. He isn’t perfect – but no one’s perfect, right?’

‘What grade did you get overall for your degree?’ the ­psychic asked.

‘I graduated with a 2:1.’

‘And Daniel?’

Richard paused.

‘He was on track for a first,’ Caroline answered. 

‘Interesting turn of phrase – did he not get a first in the end?’

‘No, he dropped out,’ she said. ‘He could never see anything through.’

‘He bounced between things,’ Sage agreed. ‘First, it was ­cinema. Then it was the band.’

‘The band was different,’ Max said. ‘That wasn’t his fault, it was just …’ A pained expression crossed his face as he searched for the right words. 

‘A tragedy,’ Sage said. 

‘Yeah.’ Max nodded. ‘A tragedy.’

‘Why did Daniel drop out of university?’ asked the psychic.

Richard shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He really didn’t see the value of picking apart their past, but Caroline didn’t seem to have a problem with the direction the conversation was taking. 

‘Well, technically,’ he said, ‘it was because of me.’

*


Richard didn’t hear from Daniel over the summer, and by the time August gave way to September, he assumed he’d been forgotten by the siblings entirely. He moved into a house share with some guys from the bouldering society – a medical student and two mathematicians who worked long hours and had little time for fun outside of studying and climbing.

The first film studies lecture of the year was an introduction to classical Hollywood, again with Benjamin Taylor at the helm. Caroline was there when Richard arrived, sitting in the front row with a notebook and fountain pen on the desk in front of her. She fixed Richard with a cool, impassive gaze as he passed her by, but didn’t return his awkward wave. There was no sign of Daniel until twenty minutes into the lecture, when the theatre doors burst open with dramatic effect. Coffee in hand, Daniel grinned as he took the seat next to his sister. Benjamin cocked an eyebrow at the late arrival but didn’t break the flow of his speech.

Afterwards, Daniel was standing outside, smoking a cigarette. The campus was leaf-strewn with autumn’s approach, but it was still warm and light at 5pm.

‘Dicky darling, what did you think of the film?’ he asked, as though no time had passed since their last encounter several months ago. 

‘I loved it,’ Richard said. ‘I’ve seen Casablanca before, but it was such a privilege to watch it on the big screen for the first time.’

‘Oh absolutely,’ said Daniel. ‘I love old Hollywood. It’s all so glamorous, isn’t it? Oh look, here comes Caroline.’

‘Hello Dicky,’ Caroline said. She was holding that oversized tweed blazer over one arm, a burgundy leather satchel hanging from her slender shoulder. Her skin was peachy and looked petal-soft to touch. ‘Shall we get a drink?’ 

‘Thank fuck – I’m gasping,’ Daniel said. ‘My stomach thinks my throat’s been cut.’


‘Of all the lecture theatres in all the universities in all the world,’ Benjamin said, coming out of the theatre and locking the door behind him. ‘He walks into mine a mere twenty minutes late, with a takeaway coffee that’s still steaming.’

Daniel caught Richard’s eye and smirked. ‘He thinks he’s funny.’

‘What did you think of Casablanca?’ Benjamin asked, addressing the whole group. ‘You’ve seen it before, right?’

Caroline and Richard both nodded but, to Benjamin’s apparent amusement, Daniel shook his head. 

‘Well, of course you haven’t seen it.’ Benjamin laughed, pulling a pack of cigarettes from the breast pocket of his shirt and placing one between his lips. ‘I’ve never known a film student to be so uncurious about cinema.’

‘I’m not going to dignify that with an answer,’ Daniel replied.

‘We were thinking about going for a drink,’ Caroline said. ‘Would you like to join us?’

‘Yeah, okay,’ Benjamin said, then wrinkled his nose. ‘Not the student union, though. Let’s go into town.’

Richard followed them to a tiny bar called Christian’s, tucked down a side street, a short walk across the city centre. They sat in the candlelit basement, from which they could pop out to a leafy little patio to smoke, and Benjamin ordered a bottle of wine for the table. Day turned to night as Caroline bought a second bottle, and the discussion meandered between film, literature and politics. 

‘Loved both your final essays, by the way,’ Benjamin said, pointing first to Richard, and then to Daniel. ‘Although I have to say, I was surprised to see the same pairing twice. What made you guys choose Beau Travail and Point Break? Did you work together?’

‘I just loved the relationship between the camera, the viewer and the place where a seam of fabric meets the skin of a man’s thigh,’ Daniel said, and Benjamin laughed. 

Richard bristled – hadn’t those been his words? He opened his mouth, but the fight died on the tip of his tongue. He’d sound petty if he brought it up – and what did it matter? People subconsciously echoed one another all the time, especially people they admired. If anything, it was flattering.

Something shifted that night, though. Daniel said they should do it again some time, and when they said goodnight, Caroline – pretty and tipsy – stood on her tiptoes and gave Richard a kiss on the cheek. The whole evening contained a shade of glamour that he had never experienced before – red wine in a candlelit bar, a spirited discussion with fellow cinephiles – and he floated home. The place where Caroline’s lips had touched his skin felt warm, anointed. Almost holy. 

The following week, Benjamin suggested they migrate to Christian’s after the screening, and the week after that, too, until it became something of a routine. A couple of third years started to join them, and then a PhD student. They were all exceptionally bright, with varying taste in film: Rahim was a Kubrick fanboy, while Bret had a penchant for Japanese and Korean cinema. Natalie was writing her thesis on Dogme 95, and Daniel mostly seemed to watch biopics of musicians and trashy films about the music industry. Caroline liked to say her passion was German expressionism and hyperrealism, but Richard soon learned she had a soft spot for psychological thrillers and horror.

‘You should do the master’s,’ Rahim said to Richard one evening. 

‘I’d love to,’ he replied. ‘But I don’t know how I’d afford it. My parents wanted me to study science or medicine, and they said if I wanted to waste my life on the arts, I’d have to pay my own way.’

‘There’s funding if you don’t have the money,’ Rahim said. ‘It’s competitive as fuck, like, but Benjamin will help you out with your application.’

Richard glanced across the table, and saw that Daniel was listening.

*


The psychic placed the shuffled tarot deck on the table. ‘Who would like to go first?’

‘Christ,’ Max muttered, snapping the tab on a second can. 

‘Not your thing?’ she said, with the patience of a woman who had perhaps found herself in this position more than once before. 

‘Not my thing,’ Max confirmed. ‘If I’d known this was the plan for tonight, I wouldn’t have bothered showing up.’

‘Hey,’ said Sage, hurt.

‘That’s why I didn’t tell you,’ Caroline shot back. ‘Because tonight isn’t actually about you, Max.’

‘You can be a casual observer,’ the psychic said, turning her attention back to the table. 

‘Start with Richard,’ Caroline said. 

‘Go on, Richard – it might help,’ said Sage.

‘I don’t know; I think we should be focusing on Daniel right now,’ Richard replied with well-practised diplomacy.

‘We are focusing on Daniel,’ Caroline replied.

‘Let me show you how it works,’ the psychic said. ‘You’re going to split the deck for me – just separate it into two piles, wherever feels natural – and focus on Daniel. Then I’m going to draw three cards. The first represents your past, the second represents your present, and the third represents your future. Does that sound good?’

Richard looked to Caroline for guidance. 

‘Go on, Dicky,’ she said, eyes glittering with something close to malice. ‘You never know what it might bring up.’

Resigned, Richard split the deck as instructed, and the psychic drew three cards and dealt them face down on the table in front of him. She turned the first card, and they all leaned in to look at the illustration. 

‘Ooh, the Ten of Swords,’ she said. ‘This is a dark one – painful endings, unforeseen betrayal, and old wounds running deep.’


Richard ran an anxious hand through his beard as he studied the card. A man lay prone, his back punctured with a thicket of ten swords.

‘Does that resonate with you, darling?’ the psychic continued. The word darling lingered for a moment, a shadow of Daniel looming over the table.

Max scoffed. ‘He literally just told you Daniel plagiarised his work.’

Richard’s mouth felt dry. He took a sip of wine. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Not really. That’s not what I said.’ 

‘Aha, interesting,’ the psychic continued. ‘Well, you don’t have to say, but it might be helpful to consider whether you see yourself as the victim of a betrayal, or the perpetrator.’

The psychic’s eyes were a pale hazel, and they seemed to look straight into Richard’s soul. She’d referred to him as the friend from university, hadn’t she? He wondered why Daniel might have mentioned his name to her, and what – if anything – she knew about their shared history.

‘Let’s flip another,’ she said, turning over the middle card. It showed a child handing another a bunch of flowers. ‘The Six of Cups. This is a warm, romantic card. Full of love and nostalgia. It could mean you’ve met your soulmate, or that love is on the horizon. On the other hand, it could represent unrequited love, depending on what it’s paired with. Are you single at the moment?’

‘I am,’ Richard said, the heat rising in his cheeks. ‘Yeah.’

‘Is there someone you’re interested in, someone waiting in the wings?’

‘No,’ he said, avoiding Caroline’s eye.

*

Richard’s friendship with the siblings went from strength to strength over the course of their second year, and by their third year, they were inseparable. As well as hanging out with Benjamin’s circle of students at Christian’s, they spent their evenings at the Picturehouse, watching movies with miniature bottles of red wine smuggled in via Caroline’s satchel, or at the siblings’ place.

Caroline and Daniel lived close to campus, and Richard spent most of his free time there, drinking coffees between classes, or whiling away hungover afternoons watching DVDs while Daniel fiddled around on the bass, noodling through the same simple riffs for hours at a time. It wasn’t unusual for Richard to crash on the sofa and wake up to the smell of Caroline’s strange perfume as she brewed coffee. He grew accustomed to the sight of her bare legs as she padded around in a faded dress shirt, the fabric soft from so many tumbles in the washing machine, and made them buttered pasta or smashed avocado on toast – the only dishes in her repertoire, which Daniel complained about endlessly. 

‘It’s just slime on toast. It’s vile.’

‘You cook something then,’ Caroline said, biting into a slice of sourdough. ‘I’m not your little Wendy Darling, here to see to your every need.’

‘I can cook,’ Richard said, which was a lie, but he always worried that his place at the table was temporary and he was keen to be helpful whenever he could. Before his next visit, he browsed the internet for recipes he thought Caroline might like, and the next time he came over, he stopped off at the supermarket for eggs, peppers, tinned tomatoes, paprika and a crusty baguette to make a richly spiced shakshuka.

‘This is divine, Dicky,’ Caroline said, mopping up sauce with a piece of bread. ‘You’re so talented. You could be a chef.’

Next time, he made a simple spaghetti bolognese, and then attempted a more experimental laksa. He learned how to make curries, soups, pastas and salads, and for a while, happiness was watching Caroline dip a clean spoon into whatever was bubbling on the stove. 

As his career as a chef bloomed, he often thought back to those first experiments with flavour. Daniel cheerfully ate whatever was plated up for him, but Caroline seemed genuinely interested, and it became habit for her to send Richard photographs of unusual delicacies she’d seen in town and picked up with him in mind: fresh morels, fat anchovies in olive oil, misshapen heritage tomatoes. It could have remained that way for years to come – a comfortable, casual friendship, the occasional text out of the blue, with a photo of a particularly handsome cheese plate or a question about the best way to poach an egg – but sex ruined it, curdled the comfortable neutrality of their interactions. 

It was late one night towards the end of their final year, and Caroline and Richard were sitting at the kitchen table, working on their theses. The pressure was on for Richard: he would use this essay in his master’s application, and it would be the paper he’d submit for potential funding. 

Caroline seemed unusually antsy; she kept checking her phone and tutting. 

‘Have you heard from Daniel?’ she asked. 

Richard was deep in thought, considering whether he needed to read The Communist Manifesto in full to reference it in an essay about Lukas Moodysson’s Together, or if he could get away with skim-reading quotes online to get the gist.

‘Hmm?’

‘Has my waste-of-space brother been in touch?’

Richard checked his phone. To his surprise, it was nearly midnight. ‘Nope, but I guess the Loft doesn’t close until three.’

She sighed. Daniel often went out without Caroline and Richard. People liked him; they were drawn to his wit, his charm, his vampiric good looks. He was often asked on dates by a wide range of people, from shy girls to older men, and everything in between, and he always went for the thrill of it all, but he always came home. On Thursday nights, he went to the local gay club, and it wasn’t unusual for him to roll in late, smelling of other men’s sweat and stale vodka. Caroline hated nightclubs, but Richard joined him from time to time. The looming deadline had, however, killed any desire he had for a night out with Daniel. 

‘Oh, he isn’t out-out,’ Caroline said. ‘He’s with Benjamin tonight.’

‘Without us?’

She shrugged. ‘They hang out from time to time. It isn’t a big deal.’

Richard knew this used to be the case, but he hadn’t realised Benjamin and Daniel still saw each other socially outside of those evenings at Christian’s. Not for the first time, he wondered if they were having an affair. Richard had asked about Daniel’s relationship with Benjamin only once, and his answer hadn’t suggested they were sleeping together.

‘Oh.’ Daniel had smirked. ‘He just likes to surround himself with protégés. Haven’t you noticed? I’m just another sweet idiot who makes him feel clever.’

‘Maybe they went to a late-night screening at the Picturehouse,’ Richard suggested. 

Caroline rubbed her temples. ‘Yeah, maybe.’

‘You look stressed.’

‘I feel stressed. He never says no to anything – one more drink, one more pub, one more line, and then the next thing you know, he’s in A and E having his stomach pumped.’

‘Has that happened before?’

She threw him a dark look. ‘What do you think? Christ, I need a drink. Could you open a bottle, Dicky?’

Richard found a bottle of white in the fridge. He didn’t know much about wine, but the label looked impressive. 


‘This one?’

‘No, open the Veuve. Fuck it. I’d planned for us to drink it tonight, anyway.’

‘The champagne? That’s a pretty fancy drink of choice for a random Thursday.’

‘Well, it is my birthday.’ 

‘It’s your birthday?’

‘Is there an echo in here?’

Richard felt a flood of affection towards her. She was so modest, so reserved. They had spent the whole evening together, and she hadn’t mentioned it once. He cracked the bottle of Veuve Clicquot with a celebratory pop and filled two glasses. 

‘I wish you’d said something earlier,’ he said, a jovial scold. ‘I could have baked you a cake. Or we could have gone to a restaurant or something.’

‘Like a date?’ she teased, although the warmth of her words didn’t soften the hint of steel in her eyes. 

‘Like a birthday celebration,’ he said quickly, cheeks burning with the heat of stepping into dangerous territory. 

The champagne was delicious, familiar to him now after so many popped corks to celebrate the handing-in of essays and the end of so many terms. By the time the bottle was empty, they were both tipsy, and while Richard felt unsteady on his feet, there was a fearlessness in his heart. University was coming to an end soon, and their evenings together were numbered.

‘Still no Daniel,’ Caroline said, slamming her laptop closed. ‘Fuck it, I’m going to bed.’

When she stood up to say goodnight with the customary kiss on the cheek, the bubbles made a bold man of Richard, and he turned his head to kiss her on the lips. 

She paused in surprise, but then he felt her body relax into his arms. They kissed in earnest, their lips coming together with a tenderness that made Richard’s head spin, and he felt as though he’d had more than half a bottle of chilled champagne to drink. When he ran an uncertain hand down the curve of her hip, she pressed herself against him. 

‘Can I …?’ he asked, and in response she sucked her stomach in, and oh, how warm and how ready she felt as he dipped his fingers between her legs for the first and only time. Beneath that heady, astringent perfume, he could smell a musky, intimate aroma.

She slipped off her underwear and hitched herself on to the kitchen counter, light as a feather. She pulled him closer, tugged at his fly, and let him push into a rush of intimacy as he pulsed his hips, and God, she felt incredible as he groaned and moaned and ejaculated within thirty seconds of entering her.

‘Sorry,’ he gasped. ‘Oh God, I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry.’

His penis wilted, and Caroline climbed down from the counter and adjusted her dress to cover herself.

‘It’s fine,’ she said in a tight voice. ‘Don’t worry about it.’ And then she scooped her knickers from the lino and disappeared into the bathroom. Richard quickly cleaned himself with a square of kitchen paper and fastened his jeans, crushed under the cacophonous rush of shame. 

He wished he could turn back the clock and take his time, make her come first with his fingers, and then his mouth, let her experience the pleasure of his touch as much as she liked before he so much as touched his zip. Instead, like an inexperienced schoolboy, he’d grabbed and kneaded and orgasmed in an inelegant frenzy of desire. He hadn’t even taken the time to reach for a condom.

The toilet flushed. He wondered if it was too late to rectify the situation – if she might say yes if he suggested they move up to her bedroom, where he could tease off her dress and worship each of her breasts in turn, feel the rolling hills of her hips and the ripeness of her rear in his hands; if he might summon another erection, and let her rock herself into a slow orgasm, while he gazed at the beauty of her body, looked in awe at the pinkness of her areolae. 

But no – she came out of the bathroom a different person, fully dressed, the blush of her cheeks muted, the soft animal of her arousal all but gone.

‘I’m on the pill, by the way,’ she said, matter of fact. ‘Sorry – I should have said. When did you last get checked?’

‘Caroline,’ he said, ‘I—’

‘No need to apologise,’ she said. ‘It’s fine. And I haven’t slept with anyone since my last test, so you don’t need to worry about that, but I’d appreciate a message if your next test comes up with anything.’

He burned with unspoken longing. He wanted to say, Caroline, I’ve wanted this for a very long time. He wanted to say, Caroline, I’ve wanted this since the first moment I saw you. He wanted to say, Caroline, I love you, I’ve always loved you, I love the very bones of you. 

Instead, he said, ‘Okay.’

And that was it: the epitome of a lousy fuck, forgotten as quickly as it began.

*

Richard reached for the wine bottle, remembered he’d already emptied it into their glasses. Caroline was gazing at him across the table, an unreadable expression on her face. It was unlikely she was thinking of their brief union, he thought, and he felt pathetic, like a worm of a man, thinking of the past when what mattered was the present. What mattered now was Daniel. 

‘Okay,’ the psychic said, shrugging her shoulders. ‘Let’s pull another card and figure it out from there.’

She turned the final card, and the Devil smiled up at them.


‘Ooh,’ Max said, raising his hands and wiggling his ­fingers. ‘Spooky.’

‘That doesn’t look good,’ Richard said, peering at the spread. A murdered man, unrequited love, the Devil.

‘Well, that explains the Six of Cups,’ the psychic said, tapping the cards with her fingertips. ‘Unrequited love; a feeling you can’t ignore. Does that resonate with you, darling?’

There it was again – that incongruous darling, an unsettling echo of Daniel.

‘No, unrequited love doesn’t resonate with me,’ he said gruffly. 

Sage had the decency to keep her face neutral, but Max smirked. They must know, he thought. Daniel, or even Caroline herself, must have told them. The shame of it was enough to make a man sweat. 

‘So, why did Daniel drop out?’ asked the psychic. 

*

Caroline had dismissed Richard that night, sent him away like a puppy that had soiled the carpet, and he was forced to walk home with nothing but his supreme humiliation for company. He kept relieving that awful moment, the realisation that he was a simmering pot on the point of boiling over, and it was too late to turn down the heat. 

He didn’t hear from either sibling the next day, or the day after. He sent Daniel a message that went unanswered. He found baby aubergines in the organic shop, but Caroline ignored the picture he sent. He saw them across campus a week later, and Daniel offered a distracted wave, but Caroline didn’t cast her gaze in his direction. The invitations to the cinema dried up, and as class had finished for the year, there were no more shared lectures, no more seminars, no more trips to the library or to Christian’s. Richard even bought the ingredients for pad Thai one evening, but when he arrived unannounced at their house, no one answered the door. 

He finally encountered Daniel in the wild when he was walking home from a late-night screening of Enter the Void with the Film Society – the last screening of term, his last taste of being an undergrad. Daniel and Benjamin were walking down the steps of the Art Faculty, which played host to Benjamin’s office. It was late for a tutorial, but as Richard picked up his pace to catch up with them, he realised Daniel was crying. It was so out of character, Richard stopped dead in his tracks to watch them from afar. Daniel wiped his eyes, his breath ragged and uneven. Benjamin was talking quietly, but the murmur of his voice carried on the quiet evening air. 

‘Come on now, none of that,’ he was saying. ‘I’ll always think very highly of you.’

‘Let me come back with you,’ Daniel said, in a voice thick with sorrow. ‘We can’t leave it like this.’
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