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  PRELUDE




  June 2003




  They heard the caterwaul of sirens, and saw the dust rising underneath the ambulance wheels at the far end of the driveway, and soon the darkening garden was a wash of flashing

  blue lights. It only seemed real when they told the paramedics where to find the bodies. There was one upstairs on the top floor, they said, another in the organ house, and one more at the foot of

  the garden—the last one was still breathing, but faintly. They had left him on the riverbank in a nest of flattened rushes, with the cold water lapping against his feet. When the paramedics

  asked for his name, they said it was Eden. Eden Bellwether.




  It had taken too long for the ambulance to arrive. For a while, they’d assembled on the back porch of the rectory, thinking, panicking, staring out at the same old elms and cherry trees

  they’d stared at a hundred times before, hearing the wind disturb the branches. They all felt responsible for what had happened. They all blamed themselves. And so they argued—about who

  was most to blame, who should feel the guiltiest. The only one who didn’t talk was Oscar. He leaned against the wall, smoking, listening to the rest of them bicker. When he finally

  spoke, his voice was so calm it silenced them.




  ‘It’s over now,’ he said, extinguishing his cigarette on the porch-rail. ‘We can’t go back and change it.’




  Just a few months ago, they’d been sitting out on the same sap-spotted decking behind the rectory, chatting about nothing too important—the rules of badminton, some Alain Resnais

  film they’d all seen and hated, the saddening obsolescence of the cassette tape—all six of them just winding down, a bruise of clouds spreading darkly across the Grantchester sky.

  They’d gathered round the same wooden patio table, picking at the citronella candle drippings on the wine bottles, throwing dry wax at the midges. Everything had been different back

  then—so weightless and loose and easy.




  Now they watched the first paramedic working on the riverbank, feeling for Eden’s pulse, strapping an oxygen mask over his nose and mouth, feeding in a drip. They heard the murmur of the

  other medic’s voice coming over the dispatcher: ‘VSA. Purple plus. Over.’




  They didn’t go with Eden in the ambulance. They weren’t prepared to follow in their cars. Instead, they went into the organ house to see the other medic wrenching off her latex

  gloves. She’d placed a green sheet over the body and it was quivering on the breeze. ‘Don’t be going anywhere,’ she warned them. ‘The police are on their

  way.’




  It had been the hottest June day but a cold breeze had been gathering strength all evening, and now it was sweeping across the garden, through the open doors of the buildings. It was blowing

  into the broken pipes of the old church organ—a weak and tuneless drone that sounded on and off, on and off, with the steadiest of rhythms, like some machine that had found a way to

  breathe.
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          If a man will begin with certainties, he shall end in doubts; but if he will be content to begin with doubts, he shall end in certainties.




          —Sir Francis Bacon


        


      


    


  




  







  ONE




  Incidental Music




  Oscar Lowe would later tell police that he couldn’t remember the exact date he first laid eyes on the Bellwethers, though he knew for sure it had been a Wednesday. It was

  one of those late October evenings in Cambridge when the gun-grey light of the afternoon had faded well before six, and the cobbled avenues of the old town were dark and silent. He had just

  finished an eight-to-five shift at Cedarbrook, the nursing home on Queen’s Road where he was a care assistant, and his mind was slow and heavy, laden with the details of his workday: the

  vacant faces of the older residents, the pallor of their tongues as they took their pills, the give of their skin as he lifted them into the bath. All he wanted was to get home, to fall upon his

  bed and sleep right through until tomorrow, when he would have to wake up and do the same things over again.




  By cutting through the grounds of King’s College, he knew he could shave some time off the walk. In the old city, everybody cycled: the students skittered along the narrow lanes with

  loaded backpacks, the tourists pinballed from college to college on rented wheels. At any time of day, on any given pavement in Cambridge, someone could be found unlocking a bike from a lamppost

  and riding off towards the next one. But Oscar preferred the solace of walking.




  He crossed Clare Bridge and took the shortcut through the grounds of King’s, hearing the flat echo of his footsteps on the path, still glassy from the afternoon rain. Everywhere was quiet.

  The clipped lawns seemed unusually blue with the indolent glow of floodlamps, and, somewhere close by, woodsmoke was rising from a cottage chimney, giving the impression of fog. As he went by the

  face of the college chapel, he tried his best not to look up, knowing exactly how it would make him feel: tiny, irrelevant, godless. But he couldn’t help staring at it—that formidable

  gothic building with its tall spindles needling the sky and its giant blackened windows. It was the picture postcard on every carousel stand along King’s Parade. He’d always hated it.

  Up close, in the near darkness, the place only haunted him more. It was not the architecture that troubled him, but the age of the building, the scale of its history; the royalty who’d once

  communed there, all the serious people whose faces now thickened encyclopaedias.




  A service was underway inside. He could already hear the muted thrum of organ music behind the chapel walls, and when he turned into the Front Court, the sound grew louder and sweeter, until he

  was close enough to make out the fullness of the instrument—a low, hoarse purr. He could almost feel it against his ribs. It was nothing like the over-powering dirges he remembered from

  school Christmas services, or the blundering renditions of ‘Abide with me’ he’d strained to sing over at his grandparents’ funerals. There was a fragility to this music, as

  if the organist wasn’t pressing down on the keys but hovering his fingers above them like a puppeteer. Oscar stopped in the entrance just to listen, and saw the sandwich board near the open

  doorway: ‘Evensong 5:30, Public Welcome.’ Before he knew it, his feet had carried him all the way inside.




  Stained-glass windows surrounded him, barely showing their colours. The vaulted arches of the ceiling seemed to roll out into the distance. At the heart of the building, a wingspan of organ

  pipes bellowed from a wooden partition, and he could see the sombre congregation waiting in the candlelight on the other side. He found an empty seat and watched the choir filing in. The younger

  boys stood on the front row in their white gowns, cheerful and distracted; the older boys stood sheepishly behind them, aware of themselves in that teenaged way, fidgeting with their sleeves . When

  the organ stopped there was a momentary silence, and then the choir began to sing.




  Their voices were so synchronised and balanced that Oscar could hardly tell them apart. They surged and retracted with the ease of an ocean, and he felt a rush in his heart as he listened. He

  was sorry when their hymn ended and the reverend stood to recite the Holy Creed. Across the aisle, people were gamely muttering the prayer, but Oscar stayed quiet, still thinking of the music. By

  the time he noticed the blonde girl a few spaces along his pew, the congregation had reached ‘. . .And sitteth on the right hand of God . . .’ She was mouthing the words grudgingly, the

  way a bored child recites times tables, and, when she saw that he wasn’t joining in the prayer, gave a slow roll of her eyes, as if to say: ‘Get me out of here.’ The simple

  profile of her face excited him. He smiled at her but wasn’t sure that she noticed.




  Now the reverend was reading from Jeremiah (‘. . . if thou take forth the precious from the vile, thou shalt be as my mouth . . .’) and Oscar watched the girl and her encumbered,

  self-conscious movements. Like him, she didn’t seem to appreciate the strange etiquette of the church. She kneed the hymn book to the floor midway through the sermon, causing the reverend to

  pause, and while his dreary lesson continued she toyed with the bezel of her watch, until two pale-faced choristers began a new hymn and the organ started up again.




  The only time the blonde girl sat still was when the choir was singing. Her chest rose, inflated; her lip quivered. She seemed awed by the tapestry of their voices, the clarity of their sound,

  the swelling harmonies that flooded the yawning space above them. Oscar could see her fingers counting out the rhythm on her knee until the final ‘Amen’. The choir sat down and

  silence—like a deployed parachute—descended in the chapel.




  At the end of the service, people filtered out by order of importance: first, the choir and the clergy in a procession of white, then the congregation. Oscar hoped he could follow the girl to

  the door, get close enough to spark a conversation, but he ended up between a group of men debating the merits of the sermon and a softly spoken French couple consulting their guidebooks for the

  route home. He lost the sound of her small, scuffing steps behind him as she disappeared into the crowd. Weary tourists moved slowly along the aisles, putting on their jackets and packing away

  their cameras; young children slept in their fathers’ arms while their mothers baby-wiped their fingers. Oscar couldn’t see the girl anywhere. He put some change on the collection plate

  as he went out, and the reverend said, ‘Thank you, good evening.’




  In the vestibule, the air seemed colder, sharper. Darkness had settled fully over the city and Oscar could feel that familiar, constricting tiredness returning to his shoulders. He turned his

  collar to the night. It was then, as the crowd dispersed in front of him, that he saw her in the shadows, leaning against the grey stones of the chapel.




  She was reading an old paperback, tilting the pages into the second-hand light of the vestibule with one hand, and cradling a clove cigarette between the fingers of the other. Her reading

  glasses were too big for her face—square with rounded corners, like large projector slides. After a moment, she glanced up from her book and smiled.




  ‘One thing I know about church,’ she said, ‘is to learn where the exits are. It’s like being on a plane. Have to get out in an emergency.’ Her accent was genteel,

  proper, the stuff of elocution lessons; but there was also something uncertain about the way she spoke, as if she was trying hard to rough up the edges of her sentences (she had dropped the

  ‘g’ of ‘being’ and it sounded strange).




  ‘I’ll try to remember that for next time,’ Oscar said.




  ‘Oh, I don’t think you’ll be coming back in a hurry. Too much Jeremiah, not enough choir. Am I right?’




  He shrugged. ‘Something like that.’




  ‘Well, I can hardly blame you. They were almost perfect tonight, weren’t they? The choir, I mean.’ She offered him her cigarette pack and he shook his head. ‘Sometimes

  the beaters aren’t concentrating and their timing suffers, but tonight they were really with it.’




  ‘Yeah, I thought so too.’




  As Oscar stepped closer, she studied him with a quick motion of her eyes. He wondered if she would see the same things in his face that he saw in the bathroom mirror every morning—those

  straight, innocuous features that might just pass for handsome, the beginner-slope nose that water streamed down when it rained, that narrow jaw he’d inherited from his mother. He hoped that

  she could see past his workclothes: the faded leather jacket he wore over his nursing uniform, and the trainers he’d put through the washing machine so many times they were clean but somehow

  grey.




  ‘Are you sure you don’t want a cigarette? I hate smoking on my own, it’s so depressing.’ She lifted the paperback and examined its cover. ‘What about Descartes? We

  could smoke him. There’s enough material here to roll a good cheroot.’ She snapped the book shut before he could answer. ‘Yes, you’re probably right. Descartes would

  be a bit dry, wouldn’t he? Much too heavy on the stomach . . .’ There was a moment of silence. She drew on her clove again. ‘So do you have a name?’




  ‘Oscar,’ he said.




  ‘Os-car. That’s nice.’ She spoke his name out into the night, pondering it, as if she could see it scrolling across the sky, on a banner pulled by an aeroplane. ‘Well,

  Oscar, don’t take this the wrong way or anything, but church doesn’t really seem like your scene. I was watching you in there—you didn’t know a bloody word of any of the

  hymns.’




  ‘Was it that obvious?’




  ‘Oh, it’s not a bad thing. I’m not exactly St Francis of Assisi myself.’




  ‘To be honest, I just sort of stumbled in. Something about the music, the sound of the organ. I can’t quite explain it.’




  ‘That’s my excuse, too.’ She breathed out another whorl from the side of her mouth. ‘My brother’s the organ scholar. That was him playing tonight. I’m just a

  tag-along.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Really. It’s not the kind of thing I’d bother to lie about.’




  ‘Well, he plays that thing better than anyone I’ve ever heard. You can tell him from me.’




  ‘Oh, he doesn’t need any more positive reinforcement,’ she said, laughing at the thought. ‘His head’s going to swell up like a bloody zeppelin when I tell him you

  only came inside for the music. He’ll take all the credit for that. I love my brother dearly, but I’m afraid the humility gene passed him by.’




  Oscar smiled. He could see the Gatehouse beyond her shoulder, yellowed by the desklamps in the porters’ lodge, and she was almost outlined by the glow. ‘I suppose you’re a

  postgrad,’ she said, flitting her eyes towards him again. ‘I can tell postgrads from fifty paces. You’re all baggy leather and comfortable shoes.’




  ‘Sorry to disappoint you.’




  ‘Alright, okay then—a post-doc. My radar’s off.’




  ‘I’m not any kind of student,’ he said.




  ‘You mean, you don’t go here at all?’ It was as if she’d never met anyone from beyond the hallowed grounds. ‘But you look so—’




  ‘So what?’




  ‘Serious.’




  He didn’t know if this was a compliment or an accusation.




  ‘I mean, you’re practically a fully fledged member of society already,’ she went on. ‘I bet you pay taxes and everything. How old are you?’ She raised her cigarette

  to her mouth, left it waiting at her lips. ‘I’m sorry. I know it’s rude to ask that question, but you can’t be much older than I am. Sometimes I can’t imagine what

  else there is to do here besides study.’




  ‘I’m twenty,’ he said.




  ‘See, I knew you weren’t much older.’




  She was not the sort of girl Oscar had grown up around: the mouthy teens who talked inanely on the back rows of buses and blocked the smoggy corridors of nightclubs on weekends, whose drunken

  kisses he’d experienced with cold disappointment on dark, windless recs. She had pedigree—that much was clear from her voice—and he liked the way she looked at him, curious not

  judgemental. There was depth to her, he could tell. A kind of unashamed intelligence.




  ‘I work at a place called Cedarbrook. It’s a nursing home,’ he told her. ‘But you don’t have to pity me—I know how to read and write and

  everything.’




  ‘Pity you? Christ, I envy you,’ she said. ‘Cedarbrook. That’s the lovely old building on Queen’s Road, isn’t it? They have all that beautiful wisteria

  growing on the walls.’




  ‘Yeah. That’s the place.’




  ‘Well, anyone who can make wisteria bloom like that every spring deserves a trophy. I walk past that house quite often, just to look at the gardens.’




  ‘I can’t take any credit for the wisteria. Not my department. But I’ll pass it along.’




  She looked down at the scuffed black toecaps of her shoes, rocking on the edges of her feet. ‘This is my little corner of the world. I’m a King’s girl. Medicine, second year,

  if you can believe it.’




  ‘Must be hard work.’




  ‘It’s not too bad really. Not all of the time, anyway.’




  Oscar could only try to imagine the way she lived. He’d been in Cambridge long enough to know the hours the students worked, to see them on the other side of library windows late at night,

  red-eyed, ruffle-haired. But he knew as little about the everyday lives of Cambridge students as they knew about the daily machinations of Cedarbrook . What went on inside the closed-off doorways

  of the colleges was an enduring mystery to him. He only knew that it was better to be near to these places, to walk by them and imagine what high-minded discussions were unfolding inside, than to

  be somewhere like home, where every conversation was audible on the high street and the only landmarks were shopping centres.




  When he asked for her name, she replied: ‘It’s Iris. Like the genus.’ And he laughed—just a short vent of air from his nose, but enough for her to step back and say,

  ‘What’s so funny?’




  ‘Most people would say like the flower, that’s all.’




  ‘Well, I’m not most people. I’m not going to say it’s like the flower when I know perfectly well that it’s a genus. And I’ll tell you something else.’

  She broke for a gulp of breath. ‘I know exactly which variety I am. Iris milifolia. The hardest one to look after.’




  ‘But worth the effort, I’m sure.’




  She gazed back at him proudly, the lights of the college buildings reflecting in her lenses. Though Oscar could feel the tiredness more than ever now, weighing down his eyelids, he didn’t

  want to leave. This was where he was meant to be, talking to this strange pretty girl, with her clove and bergamot scent and her copy of Descartes. He wanted to stretch the moment out as far as it

  would go, tauten it until it broke apart.




  ‘Listen, this might sound a little, y’know,’ Iris said, letting the sentence drop away. She scratched the side of her arm and glanced at him. ‘It’s just, my chamber

  group has a recital later this week, out at West Road. If you’re not doing anything on Sunday night, would you like to come? We could really use all the support we can get.’




  He didn’t need a second to think about it. ‘Yeah, okay. I’ll be there.’




  ‘Won’t be hard to get a ticket at the door, believe me,’ she said. Then, for reasons that weren’t clear to him, she laughed out loud.




  ‘What?’ he said.




  ‘It’s nothing. It’s just—you’re really going to go, aren’t you?’




  ‘Yeah.’




  ‘Just like that?’




  ‘Yeah.’




  ‘But you don’t even know if we’re any good. I haven’t even told you what instrument I play. I could be the world’s lousiest trombonist, for all you know.’




  ‘I’m not doing anything else that night. And if your brother’s an organ scholar, you can’t be all that bad.’




  ‘How inductive of you,’ she said. ‘Do you even know what an organ scholar is?’




  ‘No, but it sounds important.’




  ‘In the college, yes. In the real world, no.’ She told him that two scholarships were awarded every couple of years at King’s. There was great competition for

  places amongst undergraduates, and usually a first-year and a third-year were appointed. Her brother was one of the only students in the history of the college to be awarded a scholarship twice.

  ‘A normal person wouldn’t want all the extra hassle in his final year, but that’s my brother for you. He’s irregular.’ It was the organ scholars’ job to play at

  the chapel services; they worked on a shift rotation: one week on, one week off. They also assisted the Director of Music in his duties. ‘If the Director can’t make it for some reason,

  the organ scholar has to conduct the choir. It hardly ever happens, though. Maybe once a year. My brother’s always hoping something horrible will befall the Director, but he’s healthy

  as an ox.’ She stubbed out her clove on the drainpipe. ‘Anyway, I’ll be very glad to see you on Sunday, if you still want to come.’




  ‘Are you an organist too?’ he asked.




  ‘Me? No. God, no. I play the cello.’ She gave a little sigh, as if she’d been saddled with an instrument she had no interest in. As if one day in a school music lesson

  all the triangles and tambourines had been doled out, and her teacher had handed her a hunk of wood and said, Here, play this until I find you something better. ‘I haven’t been

  practising much recently. Not the recital pieces, anyway.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘Because studying medicine is quite demanding of my time.’




  ‘Right.’




  ‘And in my free time I read stuff like this.’ She raised the book. ‘Things my brother tells me I should be reading. I suppose I’m a glutton for punishment that way.

  The Passions of the Soul. Tell me honestly: am I wasting my youth? Should I just be out there getting drunk with the rest of them?’




  ‘That would be a bigger waste, I think.’




  Her face slackened. ‘My problem is, I’m too easily steered off course. Have to be doing several things at once.’




  ‘You’re a butterfly catcher,’ he said.




  ‘What?’




  ‘That’s what my father would call you.’




  ‘Well, I suppose that’s a kinder phrase than hyperactive. He must be more patient than my parents.’




  Oscar just nodded, peering at the ground. It was strange to hear someone speaking well of his father, because he rarely thought of him that way. He could only recall the rain-soaked building

  sites where he spent most of his school holidays, helping to heave plasterboards up narrow flights of stairs, and all the weekends he lost stuffing insulation into wall cavities, filling skips with

  office debris. He could remember the bitterness of his father’s voice when they used to argue on the job: ‘Go then. Leave me. I’ll do it myself. You’ve always got somewhere

  better to be, don’t you? A butterfly catcher, that’s what you are.’ This was not patience, Oscar knew, but a resentful kind of endurance.




  By the time he turned back to Iris, her attention was elsewhere. She’d noticed something over his shoulder and was gathering herself to leave, fixing her scarf, patting down her coat. The

  remains of her cigarette lay trodden at her feet. ‘My brother’s here,’ she said. ‘I better go.’




  Oscar heard the gentle tinkling of bike spokes, and spun around to see a man in a pinstripe blazer wheeling a shiny Peugeot racer, dynamo lights strobing on the path. His corduroy trousers were

  turned up at the ankles, and a mass of wavy hair was spilling from the edges of his bike helmet. There was something ungainly about the way his blazer hung on his body—shoulders and elbows

  still prominent beneath the fabric, like a sheet thrown over an upturned table.




  ‘Just a sec,’ Iris called to him. She took off her glasses and pushed them into the top pocket of her coat. Without them, her face was more evenly proportioned. ‘Here,’

  she said, tossing the Descartes to her brother. ‘Say what you like about French philosophy, but it’s no good when you read it in the dark.’




  Her brother caught the book and stuffed it into the back of his trousers. ‘I’m not letting you off the hook that easily. You’re getting it back first thing tomorrow.’ He

  squinted at Oscar as if appraising an antique. ‘Who’s your friend?’




  ‘This is Oscar,’ she told him. ‘We’ve been shooting the breeze, as Yin would say.’




  ‘Oh, yeah? About what?’




  ‘Religion, flowers—all the big issues.’




  ‘I see.’




  ‘Did you know the iris is a genus?’ she said.




  Her brother lifted an eyebrow. ‘I think I knew that in utero.’ Propping the bike-frame against one knee, he leaned to offer his slender hand to Oscar. ‘If we wait for

  her to introduce us, we’ll be here all night. The name’s Eden.’ His grip was solid and unforgiving. ‘Thanks for keeping her company.’




  ‘My pleasure,’ Oscar said. He couldn’t quite see Eden’s face—it was partly drawn over by the shadows of the chapel spires—but he could tell that his skin had

  the texture of a seashell, smooth yet flawed. ‘Was that really you playing in there? I’ve never heard an organ sound so good.’




  Eden glanced up at the sky. ‘Oh. Well. Thank you. I try my best.’




  ‘You couldn’t save his soul, though,’ Iris said. ‘He’s a nonbeliever.’ She perched side-saddle on the crossbar of the bike, placing an arm around her brother

  and kissing him softly on the cheek. ‘Shall we go?’




  Eden received the kiss, barely reacting. ‘Yes, let’s,’ he said, ‘before the porters catch me on this thing. I’ve already been warned about riding

  through.’




  ‘I don’t know why you insist on cycling. Just take a cab.’




  ‘It’s become something of a battle of wills. First man to blink loses. Can’t let that happen.’ Eden lowered his voice to say something into her ear and she laughed,

  hitting his arm playfully. ‘Shut up,’ she said. ‘Don’t say that.’ Then, with a stiff movement of his legs, Eden started to pedal away. ‘Good to meet you,

  Oscar,’ Iris said.




  ‘Yeah. Same.’




  ‘See you Sunday.’




  ‘Yeah. Sunday.’




  They were quite a sight, the two of them: Eden pumping hard at the pedals just to keep the bike upright, and Iris with her long legs stretched out a few inches above the ground. As they

  approached the Gatehouse, where the lawn turned at a right angle, she called out into the hazy lamplight, but Oscar couldn’t quite tell what she was saying.




  Dr Paulsen was sleeping in the leather armchair by the window. His head was limp against his shoulder, heavy as a lettuce, and the sun was edging across his face. ‘How

  are we this morning?’ Oscar said. He gathered a pillow from the bed and waited for the old man to stir. It was after nine a.m. and he knew that Dr Paulsen would want to be woken; unlike the

  other residents, he was not a man who was happy to sleep the day away. He didn’t like to waste time on television the way the others did, or spend a whole week assembling a jigsaw that only

  revealed a picture of a sunny foreign vista he was too old to visit. (‘I’ve never understood the concept of the jigsaw,’ he once said. ‘I mean, the picture’s already

  on the box—where’s the mystery?’) His room was very different from the others: bright with natural light, dense with furniture and books, and the scent of urine was fainter here

  than anywhere else in the building. Oscar put this down to the extra care the nurses took in emptying Paulsen’s bottle—the old man was so cold to most of them that they were terrified

  of spilling a drop.




  Dr Paulsen lifted his head, a web of drool caught against his chin. ‘Oh, it’s you,’ he said, looking at Oscar, dew-eyed. ‘Is it that time already? I was having a

  wonderful dream about . . . well, about something. I think Rupert Brooke was in it. Somebody was swimming naked in the Cam, anyway. If I were thirty years younger, I would’ve found it all

  quite arousing.’




  Oscar placed the pillow behind the old man’s neck. ‘Are you coming down for breakfast today? Or are we still keeping ourselves to ourselves?’




  ‘I haven’t decided.’ Paulsen sat upright in the chair. ‘The more I look at these same four walls, the more I feel like Edmond Dantès. A heroic bearer of

  injustice.’ He narrowed his eyes at Oscar. ‘You’re very chirpy this morning. What’s got into you?’




  ‘Nothing.’




  ‘Rubbish. Did you get a pay rise?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Good. The rates here are already extortionate.’




  Oscar smiled . With a groan, he lifted Paulsen up by the elbows, and when the old man was steady on his feet, he said: ‘Actually, I sort of met somebody last night. A girl.’




  ‘Hand me my dressing gown, would you?’ Paulsen said. ‘I have to process this information.’ Oscar retrieved the old man’s silk robe from the hook and held out the

  sleeves for him. Slowly, Paulsen reached his arms through and, with knotted, arthritic fingers, made very hard work of tying the cord. ‘Okay, let’s pretend this imaginary girl

  you’re talking about is real. Tell me about her. I’ll humour you for a moment.’




  ‘Oh, she’s definitely real.’




  ‘Convince me,’ Paulsen said.




  Oscar tried to describe Iris in every last detail—the glossy whites of her eyes, her cigarette smell, the gentle drape of her hair against her neck. When he told him about the book

  she’d been reading and where she was studying, the old man interrupted: ‘Warning lights are flashing now. But go on. Tell me you got her phone number.’




  ‘I didn’t quite get that far.’




  ‘You’re hopeless,’ Paulsen said. ‘It’s a good job she’s imaginary.’




  Dr Paulsen was the only resident at Cedarbrook whom Oscar could talk to. He was born in Oxford but had been an English professor at Cambridge and a Fellow at King’s College for over thirty

  years. He kept a library in his room, hardbacks stacked alphabetically by author on dark wood shelves. There were more books in his room than anything else, in fact; more novels and poetry

  collections and anthologies than stripes on the wallpaper. He wouldn’t let the other nurses touch them, but he allowed Oscar to read them in his company, and, for a year now, he’d been

  letting him take home a book at a time.




  They had an understanding between them. Oscar was the only nurse who recognised Paulsen’s need for privacy. The others tried to force him to be sociable; they’d set a place for him

  at the dinner table and wonder why he wouldn’t come downstairs, meal after meal after meal. The old man could be gloomy, abrasive, downright rude. But in the few years Oscar had been working

  at Cedarbrook, he’d found a way to overlook Paulsen’s fits of temper, because he knew he was capable of genuine kindness. And he was learning so much from the old man, simply by reading

  the books he recommended. In the last six months, he’d read novels by Graham Greene, Herman Hesse, the collected stories of Gianni Celati, Katherine Mansfield, Frank O’Connor, Alexander

  Solzhenitsyn, and essays by George Orwell. He had almost forgotten how much he loved to read; the private cadence of the words as his eyes passed over them. His parents were the kind of people who

  owned bookshelves but no books. They didn’t understand the pleasure of reading and never thought it was something they needed to encourage. In their lives, books were optional, things foisted

  on children at school by dishevelled English teachers. Oscar was raised to believe that if he stayed in his room reading about made-up worlds it meant he didn’t appreciate the life he had,

  the possessions his parents had worked hard for, like the TV and the video and the newly turfed back garden. If he read books, his father would ask him if he was okay, if he was feeling unwell, and

  whatever happened to that friend of his who came over once for tea. Back on his parents’ estate in Watford, life was easier if he didn’t read. So he trained himself not to want to.




  But ever since Dr Paulsen invited him to borrow from his library last year—’Choose something. Anything. I don’t do recommendations’—Oscar had begun to recall the

  joy of reading. Sometimes he could get through three or four books a month if things were slow at Cedarbrook, more if he worked nights. There were evenings when all the residents had been put to

  bed and the nurse-call buttons were no longer chiming, and he could spend long hours in the empty parlour, reading in the lamplight, his fingers dry against the pages, smelling of antibacterial

  soap. These were the times when he was happiest.




  ‘Alright, let’s go and see what they’re passing off as breakfast,’ Paulsen said. ‘Might as well start making an effort.’ He held out his arm, like a gentleman

  asking a lady to dance. Oscar retrieved the old man’s walking stick from the foot of the bed and placed it into his hand. ‘Should I expect a red carpet or what?’




  ‘They’ll be sounding the trumpets for you.’




  ‘Good, good.’




  Oscar led him down the dim corridor. After a few steps, the old man spoke into his ear: ‘Listen, you want to be careful.’




  ‘About what?’




  ‘About fraternising with Cambridge girls. Their daddies don’t like them being with boys like you for too long. They consider it a waste of school fees.’




  ‘Well, I’ll keep my wits about me.’




  ‘Make sure you do. Besides—’ Another resident, Mrs Brady, stepped out into the hallway and Dr Paulsen went quiet. He stopped walking. She peered at them both and creased up her

  face, confused. There was a silent standoff between them, like two old cowboys meeting in the thoroughfare of a pioneer town. Then Mrs Brady turned, disappearing back into her room, and Dr Paulsen

  started walking again. ‘What was I saying?’




  ‘Besides.’




  ‘Right. Yes. Besides, Cambridge students are very strange people, in my experience. They know so much about science and literature it makes them have peculiar habits when it comes to other

  things. Like dancing, and decorating their homes. You’re best away from people like that. Stick with the salt-of-the-earth types like me.’




  ‘I would,’ Oscar said, ‘except you’re the strangest person I know.’




  They reached the top of the stairs. He took the old man’s cane and heaved him safely into the stair lift. Paulsen said: ‘I should have a copy of the Descartes somewhere. It’s

  yours if you can find it.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  ‘Just don’t go scribbling love hearts in the margins.’




  Oscar smiled. He placed the cane across the armrests, as if it were a drop-bar on a roller coaster, and when he was sure that Paulsen was secure, he pressed the green button and watched him

  descend, gradually, noisily, to the floor below.




  







  TWO




  Empires of the Passions




  Oscar sat near the back of the concert hall. He could hear every small sound in the tight acoustics of the room—the drumming of people’s fingers on the armrests,

  coats being folded up, the stowing of wet umbrellas. Onstage, a grand piano was set up with its lid propped open, and rows of vacant chairs and music stands stood around it in a perfect arc. A

  single cello was laid out sideways on the maple floor.




  He browsed the concert programme and found Iris’s name amongst the list of players. It looked strange in print, asymmetrical, a short word followed by a longer one, like a lorry hauling

  its load across the motorway: Iris Bellwether. He liked the breathy sound of it, the way it left his tongue. Further down the schedule, it was printed again: ‘Iris Bellwether – Cello

  – Elégie (G. Fauré)’.




  People were slowly gathering in the hall, but there were plenty of empty seats around him. Reserved conversations pervaded the room, and spikes of laughter kept rising in the foyer. Suddenly, he

  felt an invasion of his space, a looming presence over his shoulder. The floor creaked behind him. Oscar turned to find a tall man removing his sodden overcoat, spreading it out to dry over the

  arms of two seats. He could only see the man’s back, but he knew right away that it was Eden. There was something familiar about the rangy, languid movements of his body, and the wreath of

  curls that gave his head an accidental roundness.




  When Oscar called out, Eden turned and dipped his head like a customer addressing a shoeshine. ‘Oh, hello there,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid I’ve forgotten your

  name.’




  ‘Oscar.’




  ‘That’s right. I knew it began with an O, but I was thinking: Oliver? Owen? I knew it wasn’t Orville, at least—I deserve some credit for that. Anyway, it’s very

  good of you to come.’ He was dressed oddly, in the kind of outfit that seemed to have been assembled at short notice: a bright yellow turtleneck that was far too tight on the shoulders;

  pebbly black trousers, soaked at the ankles. He had a silver ear-stud that glimmered in the soft light. Sitting down, straight-backed, assured, he pinched at the crease in his slacks and surveyed

  the concert hall. ‘Not a bad turn-out for a rainy Sunday. She’ll be pleased. Have you seen her?’




  ‘No, but I’ve been keeping an eye out.’




  ‘I’m sure you have,’ Eden grinned.




  There was a small silence between them. A group of rain-spotted women headed up the aisle and took their seats. Eden flitted his eyes towards the ceiling and sniffed, as if noticing a bad smell.

  ‘Actually, I’m glad I’ve bumped into you. Will you be coming to the party later? Just a little after-show thing, at our place. All very low key.’ There was barely a chance

  to give an answer. ‘Iris was going to ask you but—well, I saw you first . Will you come?’




  ‘Alright.’




  ‘We’ll share a cab. It’s still torrential out there.’ Eden leaned back and stretched, revealing two large sweat patches below his armpits. He looked at his watch.

  ‘They’re starting a bit late, aren’t they? Preening themselves, no doubt. Somebody needs to tell them hairspray won’t make them sound any better.’




  Somehow, Oscar couldn’t imagine Iris fussing over her hair backstage. She seemed to be the kind of girl who paid little attention to her appearance. Maybe she spent a few minutes

  perfecting her make-up in the mornings, just to present the illusion of effort, but she wasn’t the sort to keep an audience waiting for her nail varnish to dry.




  ‘You left quite an impression on her, you know,’ Eden said. ‘She likes you.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Yes. Really.’




  ‘How can you tell?’




  ‘She’s not difficult to read. For the past few days it’s been Oscar this, Oscar that. That’s the thing about Iris—she doesn’t just get a bee in her bonnet,

  she gets an entire swarm. You could probably find honey in there if you cracked her open. I don’t see what all the fuss is about, personally.’




  Oscar smiled. ‘What’s she been saying about me?’




  ‘Oh, come on now,’ Eden said. ‘Let’s not be schoolgirls.’




  It was the first time that Oscar had been able to get a good look at him. He wasn’t at all like his sister. He had the narrow features of a field spaniel: a long, freckled nose; thin,

  almost invisible lips. And his eyes—there was something particularly striking about them. They had a noticeable glaze, like buffed apple-skin.




  Without warning, the house lights dimmed and Oscar’s heart began to rabbit in his chest. One by one, the chamber group took to the stage, Iris at the back, head lowered coyly into the hot

  light bearing down from the gantry. They positioned themselves accordingly—string section, woodwind section—settling into their chairs, giving momentary plucks and blows to check their

  tuning.




  Oscar felt the pressure of a hand on his shoulder. ‘Is it true you work at Cedarbrook?’ Eden said, leaning in close. His tone was friendly but probing; his breath smelled vaguely of

  alcohol.




  Oscar nodded.




  ‘You’ve no idea how wonderful that is,’ Eden said. ‘It’s such a treat to be able to speak to a regular person.’ The hall doors closed behind them. A murmur of

  expectation bulged in the auditorium. ‘Let’s sit down at the party later. Just you and me. I bet you could tell me all kinds of things.’




  Oscar wondered what he could possibly teach someone like Eden. He could tell him how to make sure an old man took his pills, or how to change a colostomy bag, or how to lift an old lady from a

  chair without straining his back. But he doubted if Eden had the stomach for this kind of education.




  Onstage, Iris was poised behind her cello, ready with her bow. ‘God, just look at her,’ Eden said, pointing. ‘She’s a lost little lamb up there. The way she sits behind

  that thing, it’s no wonder she can’t get an even vibrato. I mean, sit up straight, girl.’ His outstretched arm was a blur in the corner of Oscar’s eye. ‘But I

  suppose you’ve got to hand it to her; she’s the prettiest thing in the room. Almost makes you feel bad for the others.’




  The first notes of the clarinet were throaty and faltering. Eden heaved out a long breath, leaning back into the darkness.




  Rain was thrashing outside, ricocheting against the roof of the taxi. Eden squeezed into the space beside Oscar and closed the door. He was prolonging the speech he’d

  started as the cab pulled up, though Iris didn’t seem to be listening: ‘And I know I said this last time, but your Elégie is definitely improving. You’re getting it

  right in the middle section now. You really were like a young Eva Janzer tonight. Not that I’m old enough to have seen Eva Janzer alive but, you know, I’m extrapolating . .

  .’ The cab moved slowly away from the concert hall, heading towards Silver Street. ‘When are you going to ditch the rest of them? That group makes you look so amateurish.’




  ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Soon maybe. I haven’t decided.’




  She leaned her head against the misty windowpane. Oscar could feel the press of her hip against his thigh. She seemed tired, bothered. Her skin was mottled pink and her hair slightly frizzed by

  the rain. She looked at him. ‘What do you think, Oscar? How did I sound tonight? Be honest.’




  Oscar was still thinking about her fingers, how they slid so effortlessly across the strings, how every note she played—whether it was deep down in the bassiest reaches of the instrument,

  or right at the very limits of the fingerboard—was crisp and true. He was remembering the shy, hesitant way she held herself on the stage, how she sat crooked over the neck of her instrument.

  But he found it very hard to come up with an answer to her question—how had she sounded tonight?—because, as he’d sat there listening, he’d been unable to concentrate

  on anything but Eden, sniffing and exhaling behind him. He’d focused on Eden’s presence so much that the group’s music had become a thick cloud of notes, an incessant blur. During

  her solo, he’d watched her right arm sweeping the bow, but for a good few moments he couldn’t make out the melody. It was as if he was seeing her on 8mm film, with no sound but the

  steady clicking of the cinema projector, a noise so constant and inscrutable that it may as well have been silence.




  There was no way he could explain all of this to her. ‘Your brother’s right,’ he said instead. ‘You were incredible. I can’t believe you’d even think about

  giving it up.’




  ‘Not the cello full stop,’ she replied. ‘I could never give that up. Just the chamber group.’




  ‘I don’t know. I thought you sounded good together.’




  ‘Well, my father says it’s getting in the way of my studies. Something has to go and the chamber group’s top of the pile.’ She sighed. ‘Nearly a year I’ve

  been playing with these people, and we’re still not getting any better. It’s hard to see the point any more.’ Her expression turned thoughtful. ‘Maybe there’s no use

  in it anyway. Performing in public, I mean.’




  ‘How come?’




  The cab slowed, and she checked the position of her cello case in the passenger seat. ‘It’s like Eden keeps telling me: why bother getting up there and playing if you can’t

  really make them feel anything?’




  ‘I felt it,’ Oscar said. ‘Don’t be so hard on yourself.’




  ‘You’re just being kind.’




  ‘It’s basic musica theorica,’ Eden interrupted. He twisted round as much as his seat belt would allow. ‘She’s explaining it badly, that’s all.’




  ‘How am I supposed to explain it?’




  ‘Well, I usually start with Pythagoras.’




  ‘The triangle chap,’ Iris said brightly, though Oscar didn’t need telling. ‘Except triangles weren’t his whole shtick. He had this theory about the planets,

  too—the Music of the Spheres.’




  ‘Yeah,’ Oscar said, ‘I’ve read about that.’ He’d come across it in one of Dr Paulsen’s history books, when he’d been reading about Alexander the

  Great. This had led him to Aristotle, then to Plato, and then to Pythagoras. He remembered the premise, but it was a little blurry in his mind—a mathematical theory about the configuration of

  the planets, how they’re supposed to sound distinctive notes as they move around the sun, creating one giant harmony. He’d found the whole idea appealing, if a little contrived.




  Eden seemed impressed that he’d heard of the theory. ‘I’m not sure what it says about our college when a humble nurse knows more about the ancient Greeks than you do,

  Iris.’




  ‘Eden!’ she snapped back at him.




  ‘What?’




  ‘That’s an awful thing to say.’ She turned to Oscar, shaking her head. ‘I’m so sorry. I can’t take him anywhere.’




  Oscar half-smiled. ‘It’s okay.’




  ‘What are you apologising for?’ Eden rolled his eyes, thinking, as if he were hearing the minutes of their conversation being read back to him by a courtroom stenographer. ‘Oh,

  right, yes, okay. Perhaps a little condescending.’ He peered at Oscar vaguely. ‘Sorry, I can’t stop myself sometimes. No hard feelings, eh?’




  ‘No hard feelings.’ Oscar caught the sympathetic eyes of the taxi driver in the rear-view mirror. ‘I don’t know why you’re so hung up about me being a nurse,’

  he said, to nobody in particular. ‘It’s not all that interesting.’




  ‘Well, that’s because you don’t see the kinds of advantages it gives you,’ Eden said. ‘It’s natural. A rocket scientist would tell you the same

  thing—nothing very interesting, nothing to make a fuss about. But that’s not how it really is. I bet there are all kinds of things about Cedarbrook that would fascinate someone on the

  outside.’ He turned to face the road. The taxi’s wipers were frantically disseminating the rain, brakelights fuzzing in the windscreen. ‘Let’s hope Jane’s got a good

  fire going or it’ll be freezing when we get there. Nothing spoils the mood of a party like a bitter cold.’




  ‘Didn’t you leave a note?’ Iris said.




  ‘Yes, but you know Jane. She’s so dozy sometimes it’s a wonder she can turn the lights on.’




  Iris laughed, touching Oscar gently on the arm. ‘That’s his girlfriend,’ she said. ‘He’s not being cruel. She really is away with the fairies most of the

  time.’




  ‘In any case,’ Eden said, ‘we’re celebrating tonight. Farewell to the chamber group, and good riddance.’




  ‘I told you, I still haven’t decided about that. You can throw as many goodbye parties as you want, it’s not going to influence my decision.’




  Eden bent forward, grinning. ‘Oh, come on, Iggy. Wise up. When I think of all the effort you put into these things, it makes me so—I was going to say angry, but that’s

  not the right word. I’m not angry; I’m embarrassed. There are so many better uses for a talent like yours.’




  ‘Right,’ Oscar said. ‘She should perform solo.’




  ‘No, it’s more fundamental than that. Her whole philosophy on music is completely misguided. It’s just—wrong,’ Eden said, his voice growing louder.




  Oscar was a little stunned. ‘I’m not sure I get what you’re saying.’




  ‘We’re not having this discussion again,’ Iris said. She glared at her brother. ‘I’m warning you.’




  It didn’t stop Eden from continuing his point. ‘I’ll try and put it more simply,’ he said, smirking. ‘My sister is what we music scholars like to call a

  Cognitivist. Broadly speaking, that means she has some very cold-hearted ideas about how music works. She’s an intelligent girl, but wrong about so many things on so many levels.’




  ‘We disagree, okay? Let’s just leave it at that.’




  But Eden ignored her. ‘She thinks that the sadness we feel when we listen to a sad piece of music—let’s say Mahler’s Ninth—isn’t real sadness at all. To her,

  it’s some nameless sensation, a general feeling of having been moved by the beauty of the music. She doesn’t think composers know how to arouse our emotions, or manipulate our feelings

  through the placement of the notes. According to her, when Mahler brings us out of that fourth movement—poof!—we all cry tears of generality. Are you following this?’




  Oscar nodded, though he was still perhaps a page or two behind.




  Eden began to laugh. ‘At least, that’s how she used to think, before I started to show her the light. She may have changed her mind in the last couple of hours.’




  ‘I don’t know what I think,’ Iris said, folding her arms.




  ‘Now there’s a cop-out for you.’




  ‘Shut up, Eden.’




  ‘She’ll figure it out for herself one of these days. It’s just a matter of time.’




  Oscar watched the two of them like a spectator at a tennis match, his eyes moving from Iris to Eden and back again. He was beginning to understand that this kind of dispute was somehow

  unexceptional to them, just another quarrel in a lifetime of disagreements.




  The taxi stopped at a red light on Hills Road. Iris gazed out of the window, irritated. ‘Did you ever stop to think that I could be right about this?’ she said. ‘That maybe

  I’m the one who’s got it figured out and it’s you and all your Emotivist friends who’ve been stumbling in the dark?’ Her voice was dry and pleading.

  ‘You’re not always right about everything, you know. Why can’t you let me have an opinion without trying to convert me to your way of thinking? And—’ she

  breathed, calming herself down, ‘—and how did we get back onto this stupid bloody subject anyway?’




  Nobody answered. The cab moved away from the junction.




  It was then that she placed her palm on Oscar’s knee. Her hand was warm, so light he could barely feel it. She left it there for a long moment, not even looking at him. Then she pulled it

  back again, absently, and tucked it underneath her leg. ‘It’s not like any of this pontificating makes a difference to me. If I leave the chamber group, it won’t be for any deep

  philosophical reason. It’ll be because I’m tired of it. Same reason I dropped all the other groups I was in. Same reason I dropped my first boyfriend and the lacrosse team at boarding

  school.’




  Oscar was still learning how to be around the two of them, but he felt so at ease in their company—more alive somehow. They were the kind of sophisticated people his father never let him

  be friends with when he was younger—’the high and mighty crowd,’ his father called them, the ones who lived in the detached houses out in Cassiobury. Oscar would see them in the

  wing mirror of his father’s van, wandering home from the grammar school in their smart black blazers; the kids whose parents his father built extensions for, but with whom he was too proud to

  share a cup of tea after a day’s work, fearing their good crockery and their vast, expensive kitchens. Now here Oscar was, holding his own amongst the same type of people. He felt a similar

  contentment in the presence of Iris and Eden as he did with Dr Paulsen, as if they had reset the clocks so he could live an hour ahead of the person he used to be.




  It was nearly ten thirty when their taxi pulled up outside a three-storey tenement on Harvey Road. Alight was on in the front window, venting through the collar of the drawn curtains. The rain

  had stopped and the taxi motor hummed in the soundless night. Eden paid the driver with a twenty and told him to keep the change. There was something about the thoughtless, distracted way he handed

  over the money that made the gesture seem patronising, like he was unaware of the note in his hand, uninterested in its value—just a boy buying rides with fairground currency.




  They got out and Eden took his bike from the boot, locking it by the wall. Oscar helped Iris carry her cello case up the steps to the front of the house. There was a round blue plaque beside the

  entrance that said:




  

    Sir Charles Staunton




    1852–1924




    Composer – Organist – Conductor




    Professor of Music




    Cambridge University




    Lived here 1884–1893


  




  ‘This used to be our great uncle’s house,’ Eden said. ‘My parents seem to think we got our musical genes from him, but I prefer to think I’m less predictable than

  all that. I play his stuff sometimes at the chapel, though. You ever hear the King’s choir sing Night Motets?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Well, you should. The man had a gift for choral music.’




  In the hallway, Oscar took off his shoes and stacked them on the pile with the others. There was a giant mahogany coat-stand behind the door, laden with damp umbrellas and waxed jackets that

  smelled of upturned soil. The party was already underway, beating in the room beside them. He could hear the steady thump of the stereo behind the wall.




  ‘Everything you see here—the skirting boards, the dado rails—they’re all the original fixtures,’ Eden said, lifting his voice slightly over the din. ‘J.M.

  Keynes lived in the house over the road. It’s not as fancy a neighbourhood as Iris likes to tell people, but I suppose it’s better than being in some dingy little room in the

  college.’ He waved an arm at his sister. ‘Better if she gives you the tour. She cares more about the history than I do.’




  ‘There’s not much to tell,’ Iris said. She got to the foot of the stairs, leaned her cello case on the balustrade, and threw her coat on top of it. ‘Our mother used to

  live here, when she was at Emmanuel. She used to rent the top floor to some postgrad who was seeing my father at the time—that’s how they ended up meeting each other. Now they own the

  building and the ones on either side. Funny how life works.’




  ‘Don’t worry about the noise levels,’ Eden added, pointing to the air. ‘The neighbours wouldn’t dare complain.’




  As soon as he said it, the sounds of the party became more present in the hallway. Oscar could hear splinters of deep male voices, girlish laughter, the clink of glasses. Ask a record came on

  the stereo: an eager, bouncing rhythm. ‘Sounds like Yin’s got his LPs out for the occasion,’ Eden said. ‘God save us all.’ He gestured towards the living room with an

  open palm, urging his sister forwards. ‘Lead on, maestra, lead on. Everybody’s waiting.’




  There were twenty or so people maundering in the living room: girls perched on the arms of chesterfields, boys slumped in leather wingbacks by the gleaming fireplace, couples dancing

  half-heartedly, others standing by the stereo speakers, browsing through records. What looked like an antique harpsichord was pushed against the far wall, a lace tablecloth and a vase of roses set

  upon the shiny teak lid. The room had its own bouquet, a mix of drying denim, firewood, and the musky odour of bodies. Oscar had never seen a party quite like it.




  When they came through the door, everybody turned. Three girls rushed over to greet Iris in a pincer movement, wrapping their arms around her, screeching: ‘Oh my God, Iggy, you were

  am-a-zing!’ ‘I nearly cried at the end!’ ‘I just love your dress, by the way!’ The rest of the crowd hung back, waiting for their moment. Then a stocky,

  acne-scarred man in a cream linen jacket came over and took her by the palm. ‘I hear you nailed the Fauré,’ he said. ‘Good for you.’ He was a short, pear-shaped

  thing, about twenty, with razored sideburns and teeth like a dry-stone wall. His words were pronounced in a measured way, as if to conceal his slight German accent.




  ‘Thanks, Marcus,’ Iris said, hitting him on the stomach skittishly.




  ‘If you play some Bach next time, I promise I’ll come and listen.’




  ‘All you ever want to hear is Bach,’ Eden said. ‘You’re so obvious.’




  Marcus tilted his hands in the air, spilling wine from his glass. He trampled it into the rug. ‘Why bother yourself with hobbyists like Fauré when you can perform the music of a

  master? That’s all I’m saying.’ He glanced at Oscar, raising his eyebrows. ‘And who do we have here?’




  Iris made the introductions. She explained how she’d met Oscar at the chapel and Marcus stood there, nodding courteously as she talked. He hardly seemed interested in what she was telling

  him until she mentioned Cedarbrook, then his grey face brightened. ‘The place with the wisteria?’ Marcus asked. ‘Oh, how lovely. Did you know about this, Eden?’




  Eden blinked a few times. ‘Of course.’




  The four of them small-talked for a while. Marcus was in the final year of a music degree and writing a dissertation on the death of J. S. Bach. He was quick to make sure Oscar knew how little

  shame he felt for being at Downing College: ‘It isn’t one of the glamour colleges, but so what? Back in Germany, in my parents’ little mountain town where people still churn their

  own milk, they treat me like royalty. I should really go home more often, come to think of it.’ Marcus took a large swig of wine, so big he had to pool it in his cheeks before gulping it

  down.




  ‘It’s still not a real college like King’s, though, is it?’ Eden said.




  ‘You keep out of it. I’m chatting with your friend here.’




  Eden laughed. ‘Did you say vitt? Chatting vitt?’




  ‘Oh, stop it.’ Marcus turned to Oscar. ‘They’re always making fun of my accent. If they had the balls to go to Germany and talk German they’d get a rude

  awakening.’




  ‘Excuse me,’ Eden said, ‘you’re only half German. And I didn’t hear anyone laughing at my accent when I was in Heidelberg with you.’




  ‘That’s because we don’t laugh in people’s faces. It’s funnier to do it behind their backs.’ Marcus smiled. ‘Do you know what they call Oxbridge

  students in Germany?’ He moved a step closer to Oscar, lowering his voice. ‘Pretzels.’ He let the word hang a moment. ‘All that dough leaves a bad taste in the mouth.’

  He giggled wildly at his own joke. ‘Actually, I heard somebody say that at a formal dinner. Or it might have been Alistair Cooke on the radio. But it’s true, don’t you

  think?’ He raised his glass and dredged the last trickle of wine from it.




  Somebody took the opportunity to change the music. The first bar of ‘Can’t Stand Losing You’ blared from the speakers, and Iris looked over to the stereo. ‘Oh, I just

  adore this song,’ she said, and held out her hand, willing Oscar to take it. ‘Will you dance with me?’




  Oscar looked at her expectant face, dewy with sweat. There was no way he could refuse her.




  ‘I warn you,’ Eden said. ‘She doesn’t dance very often. It might put you off her for good.’ He leaned an arm on Marcus’s shoulder and whispered into his ear.

  Marcus responded with a squint of his eyes, as if measuring something on Oscar’s face. ‘Yeah,’ Marcus said, giggling. ‘That’s what I assumed.’




  Oscar felt Iris take his hand, her soft fingers closing around his wrist. She led him into the small crowd of dancers in the middle of the room. When she let go, he felt her absence on his skin

  like a draught. She closed her eyes, dropping her shoulders to the beat of The Police, dipping her hips, shifting her pale bare feet and lifting the long hair away from the back of her neck, her

  fingers steepled at the base of her skull. Her lips moved silently around every lyric—she knew them by heart.




  The longer they danced, the less conscious Oscar felt of himself and his surroundings. He lost sight of Eden and Marcus, and stopped wondering what they were thinking about him, what they were

  saying to each other. The beat of the music seemed to lock itself to the beat of his heart. He hoped that he could stay there with Iris on the makeshift dancefloor, a couple forever heel-stepping

  to a perpetual rhythm. When the first song died out, another one kicked in, then another. They danced closer to each other, Iris turning her back, rolling her hips, sinking. He tried to follow her

  movements, placing his fingers gently around her waist—she didn’t tell him to stop. The skin on her shoulders was moist with sweat, and he was almost out of breath. He wanted to kiss

  her, there at the base of her neck.




  After four or five tracks, Iris was finally tired. ‘Oh, I haven’t danced in ages,’ she said. ‘I need a clove like you wouldn’t believe . Wait there.’ She

  smiled and walked off, scouting for a cigarette. He watched her move into the hall, out of sight, and the breadth of the room began to widen. His chest heaved and settled, and he was suddenly

  remembering himself—early shift tomorrow, can’t stay too late. The night was beginning to creep over him like tidewater.




  ‘You guys seem to be getting along okay,’ came a deep voice from behind him. An American accent, or possibly Canadian; it was difficult to tell. ‘I don’t think I’ve

  ever seen Iggy dance with a guy before. Wish I knew your secret.’ A broad-bodied Chinese man was standing there, beer in hand, one thumb hooked in his belt-loop. ‘You want a

  drink?’




  ‘No thanks, I’m fine.’




  ‘Suit yourself.’ The man sniffed. His face was wide as a dinner plate. ‘I’m Yin,’ he said. ‘I take it you’re Oscar.’




  ‘Yeah. How did you know?’




  ‘I was just talking with Marcus and Eden.’




  ‘Oh.’




  ‘They say you work at some nursing home.’




  ‘Why does everyone keep mentioning that?’




  ‘Hey, I was just making conversation.’




  Oscar went to sit down on the chesterfield, feeling a sudden ache in his feet. Yin followed, taking a seat right up beside him. His aftershave was the same as Mr Antrim’s in Room 15, a

  foreign, citrus fragrance that smelled too sharp in the flatness of autumn. ‘Okay look,’ Yin said, ‘I admit we were talking about you, but not in a gossipy way. I guess

  we’re all so institutionalised that it’s kind of a thrill when we get to meet someone normal. If we could get by without leaving our colleges every day, we would.’




  ‘You’re not in your colleges now.’




  ‘Not technically.’




  ‘Not actually.’




  ‘No, man, believe me, it’s not as black and white as all that. It’s like—’ Yin cleared his throat gently. ‘It’s like Eden and Iggy—they’re

  allowed to live outside college grounds. They’re the only undergrads I know who are. Apparently, it distracts us all from studying if we live off campus, like we’d never read so

  much as a cereal box if we lived among the bright lights. But the only people Eden knows are college people anyway. So coming here isn’t really any different. This place is like Bellwether

  Hall or something.’




  ‘How come they get to live off campus and nobody else does?’




  Yin flexed his eyebrows at the thought. ‘Let’s just say their family has plenty of sway around here.’ He rubbed his fingers together. ‘Buildings have been paid for.

  Donations have been made. You know what I mean. My parents do fine by anyone’s standards, but I’m still sharing a bathroom over at St John’s. That’s how it goes.’ He

  let out a weary laugh, clutching his forehead as if the zing of his aftershave had given him a headache. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t usually talk this much. I guess I’m a little

  drunk.’




  Oscar shifted right. The closeness of Yin’s wide body had started to bother him. He searched the room for Iris but couldn’t find her. Eden was nowhere to be seen. The party was now

  just a gathering of backs turned towards him, strange faces making polite conversation. Marcus was talking to a brunette by the drinks table; a studious couple were standing timidly near the

  doorway, making eyes at each other. Nobody was dancing any more but the music was still fizzing in the speakers.




  Yin leaned forward, elbows on knees, and said: ‘I don’t even know most of the people here tonight. They must be Iggy’s classmates or something. We don’t throw parties

  that often—you can probably tell.’




  ‘Do you know where she went?’




  ‘She’ll be back, man. Relax. Have a beer with me.’




  Oscar looked at his watch. It was getting on for midnight already. There was nothing to do but wait around. He didn’t want to seem too eager, to go about the house looking for her, room

  after room. She would only be smoking a clove out by the back door, or chatting in the kitchen with her college pals. They would only glare at him if he interrupted their discussion, and she

  wouldn’t be able to give him her full attention. So what harm was there in having a drink with Yin?




  ‘Cool,’ Yin said. ‘I’ll see what I can rustle up.’




  Oscar flicked through the stack of records over by the window. They were mostly 45s from the eighties, pristinely kept in polythene sleeves, and each one had a white label on the reverse that

  said: PROPERTY OF YIN TANG. He set them down on the windowsill. Through the seam of the curtains, he could see out onto the

  tenement steps. And there she was, outside with Eden, smoking, talking, gazing across the quiet floodlit street. She seemed red-faced, upset.




  ‘Drink up.’ Yin appeared beside him with a bottle of Tuborg. For a second, he glanced down at Iris through the window, too, and then pulled his eyes away, nudging the bottle into

  Oscar’s arm. ‘I think you should stick around awhile. This whole thing’s gonna wind down soon, I guarantee it. Then we’ll get back to normal.’




  ‘What’s normal around here?’




  ‘I mean it’ll just be the five of us. Me, Marcus, Jane, and them.’ He nodded at the window, at the shapes of Iris and Eden on the steps. ‘We’re a pretty

  closed circle most of the time. Our parties tend to fizzle out fast.’




  Oscar stayed in the living room, talking with Yin on the chesterfield, until they’d drunk a few more beers between them. Yin was from California, and that made him very different from the

  others. He was chatty, laid-back, but he spoke frankly at times, never worried about offending Oscar’s sensibilities. He was studying for a degree in history. Though he lacked Eden’s

  intellectual bluster, it didn’t make him any less sophisticated. He spoke about important, complex affairs like weapons of mass destruction and the Bush administration in a brisk,

  uncomplicated way, as if they were categories on a game show, and talked freely about his life and family in San Francisco. Sometimes, he let out a deep guffaw to emphasise his jokes.




  Yin seemed to hold such a deep affection for the Bellwethers that it spilled out each time he spoke. He would always move the conversation back to them: ‘Yeah, I mean, my mom’s side

  of the family is weird that way. They don’t let anyone get close to them. It’s a Chinese thing, I guess. But then, maybe not. It’s kind of the same deal with Eden and Iggy,

  too. We’ve always had our own little clique going’—he pronounced it ‘click’—‘and I guess we all like it that way, otherwise we’d let a few more

  people into the circle.’




  ‘So why don’t you?’




  Yin grinned at him drunkenly. ‘I don’t know. I guess we don’t meet too many people we like that much. It’s hard for people to come in from the outside. We’ve known

  each other a long time.’




  ‘Oh.’




  ‘Don’t worry about it. You’re doing fine. You’ve already got Iris on your side—that’s pretty clear—and Eden won’t let just anybody hang out with

  him. He must have a good feeling about you or you wouldn’t even be here . . . I, on the other hand, am still to be convinced.’ Oscar couldn’t tell if he was joking until his face

  cracked into a smile and he began laughing through his teeth. ‘No, I’m kidding. You’re okay by me.’




  Yin was right about the party winding down. Around midnight, the last few guests were putting their coats on in the hallway and others were mounting their bikes outside. The final seven-inch was

  spooling on the record player. There were only four of them in the room: Oscar, Yin, Marcus, and Jane, who’d taken a seat on the other chesterfield, her thin legs crossed and stretched

  out.




  Oscar knew very little about her. She was a reedy girl with tangerine hair and a star-map of freckles on her face. There was nothing especially attractive about her if you studied her features

  one by one, but somehow when they were put together in a jumble like they were—small eyes, pale skin, short ears, thin nose—she was quite pleasing to look at.




  Soon, Oscar heard the front door close and Eden came striding into the living room. ‘Mind if I turn down the din?’ he said, and flicked off the stereo without waiting for an answer.

  The silence made everything seem louder somehow: the strain of the leather upholstery against Marcus’s back, and the scuff of Iris’s feet upon the hardwood as she came in from the hall

  after her brother, looking solemn, tired-eyed.




  Eden collected a few wine bottles and took a seat beside Jane. There was something so cordial and Victorian about their behaviour towards each other—a smile here, a kind look there, but

  not a single touch between them—and Oscar found it strange that they could be so close together on the couch and yet so distant at the same time. They listened while Marcus and Yin discussed

  the art of punting: whether a traditional wooden pole was the best choice on a cold day, or if a metal pole and some sturdy gloves were more appropriate. It was the cause for some debate.




  Oscar watched the orange flames whip steadily against the hearth. His head was foggy with beer, and the voices in the room felt heavier now. Only Iris seemed to be completely sober. She went to

  turn off a couple of lamps and it gave the lounge a sedate, womb-like feeling—warm, safe, certain. Then she began clearing the mess, sweeping things into a cardboard box.




  ‘For God’s sake, Iggy, will you stop tidying up,’ Marcus said. ‘You’re making us all feel guilty. I’m getting itchy just watching you.’




  ‘Leave it, sis,’ Eden agreed. ‘Petra will do it tomorrow.’




  ‘Petra?’ Yin said. ‘Tell me that’s not your cleaner.’




  Eden blushed, his cheeks turning as ruddy as the open fire. ‘She’s more than just a cleaner; she’s a bloody godsend.’




  ‘When did you get her?’




  ‘A few weeks ago. From one of those agencies. She whistles when she hoovers, like one of the seven dwarfs.’ Eden snapped his fingers. ‘For heaven’s sake, Iggy, come and

  sit down.’ He patted the empty space to his left. Iris set the cardboard box down on the floor, dusted off her hands, and went to join him.




  ‘I can’t believe you have a cleaner,’ Yin said. ‘That’s so bourgeois.’




  ‘There’s nothing wrong with having a cleaner,’ Marcus said. ‘My parents had two when I was growing up. They were the only people who ever played with me. I loved them

  like sisters.’




  ‘Well, that explains a lot,’ said Jane.




  Eden stared across the room. ‘What do you think, Oscar? You’re the only one here who’s done an honest day’s work in his life. Is there anything wrong with having a

  cleaner?’




  Oscar gave the question less thought than it probably required, and his words came out a little harder than he intended. ‘As long as you treat her well, and pay her what she’s worth,

  I don’t see the harm. We’ve all got to make a living. If there weren’t rich Cambridge students like you lot, too lazy to pick up your own socks, there’d be more people out

  on the streets.’




  The room went quiet, and their eyes all seemed to turn in his direction. ‘Nicely put,’ Iris said, a wide smile on her face.




  Yin smiled too. ‘I guess we deserved that.’




  ‘Do you remember that time at prep when the House Parents made us clean the boarding house, so we selotaped ham under Ian Ashbee’s bed?’ Eden said to Marcus, laughing.

  ‘For weeks, nobody could figure out where the smell was coming from. Ha! The look on his face!’




  ‘Why did they make you clean the boarding house?’ Jane said.




  ‘Marcus stole a box of KitKats from the tuck shop.’




  ‘For you. I stole it for you.’




  ‘Yes, and we both got punished.’




  ‘Hey, what about the time you Tipp-Exed the whole of “Kubla Khan” on the common room wall?’ Yin said. ‘That was classic.’




  ‘You could’ve got expelled for that,’ Iris said. ‘Dad didn’t think it was so funny.’




  ‘He has no sense of humour. They were never going to kick me out.’ Eden leaned back, satisfied with himself. ‘I was practically running the Oratorio Choir for them, I

  seem to recall.’




  ‘And anyway, what kind of idiot thinks Coleridge is graffiti?’ said Marcus. ‘They should have thanked you for elevating the décor.’




  ‘My point exactly.’




  One school story was regaled after another, and for the first time all night, Oscar began to feel genuinely excluded. He was drawn to the urbaneness of their lives, their refinement and culture,

  but he just couldn’t find a way into their discussion, no matter how hard he tried to interject. They were pulling memories from a private source, from some reservoir of experiences

  they’d all shared. All he could do was sit there and listen, and watch Iris as she laughed along, telling her own anecdotes about ‘midnight bridge club’ and swimming regattas. For

  a while, she barely even looked at him. If she asked him a question directly, it was only to confirm something she already knew: ‘Isn’t that the most hilarious thing you’ve ever

  heard? Oscar, isn’t that just brilliant?’ The more they talked, the more disconnected he felt.




  They were like a family. They called each other pet names: ‘Edie’, ‘Iggy’, ‘Yinny’, ‘Janey’ (only Marcus seemed left out in this regard, though

  Yin once called him ‘Em’). They teased each other, correcting Marcus when he mispronounced a word, and goading Yin by asking which country was most doomed: one with a flagging NHS, or

  one with a thriving NRA? Oscar knew he couldn’t compete with this kind of friendship. He had never been as close to anyone as they were with each other. It gave him a despairing feeling in

  his stomach, like stumbling on a crowded pavement. His attention began to wander.




  Iris must have noticed. She turned to him and said: ‘Oh, this is probably so boring for you. I’m sorry.’ Her smile seemed to lighten the space between them all at once.

  ‘We always do this—end up talking about the old days. And then we wonder why nobody wants to spend any time with us.’




  ‘I’m a bit lost, that’s all,’ he said. ‘I mean, it sounds like some of you were at school together and some of you weren’t. How do you all know each

  other?’




  It was Jane who spoke up. Her voice was prim, gravelled. ‘Marcus and Eden met at prep—the King’s school. They were both in the chorister programme until they were, what,

  twelve, thirteen? It’s such a demanding programme they have there; every boy has to learn about five instruments and rehearse with the choir eight hours a day. Can you imagine?

  I’d go spare.’




  ‘It wasn’t so bad really,’ Eden said.




  Jane continued: ‘They met Yin later, at Charterhouse. The three of them were Gownboys.’ Yin raised his glass and nodded proudly. ‘And I boarded with Iris at St Mary’s.

  I’m sure we didn’t mean to end up at Cambridge together, but here we all are. The Bellwethers and the flock.’ Jane smiled, revealing a small gap between her front teeth.




  ‘I think you just called us all sheep again,’ Marcus said. ‘I hate it when you do that.’




  Eden reached for one of the wine bottles that were standing at his feet and went about uncorking it. ‘Alright, I’ve got a better story for you, and not about the old days,’ he

  said. ‘This one’s about Oscar.’ He began filling up everyone’s glasses, and when he reached Oscar, he tilted his head and winked. ‘You should tell them how we

  came to meet.’




  Oscar shifted in his seat, head still woozy. ‘God, I don’t think I can remember.’




  ‘I heard it already,’ Marcus said. ‘You were flirting with Iris outside the chapel.’




  ‘He wasn’t flirting,’ Iris said.




  ‘Alright then, he was talking to you perfectly innocently outside the chapel, with no lurid thoughts in his mind whatsoever. Along comes Eden, blah blah blah.’




  ‘That’s not the whole story,’ Eden said. He looked at Oscar. ‘Do you mind if I tell them?’




  ‘Go ahead. I don’t even know what you’re on about.’




  Oscar listened as Eden relayed the events of Wednesday evening in detail. ‘. . . and I was sitting up in the organ loft, and noticed him straight away. Picked him out as a heathen like

  that. He looked so bloody awkward, so unsettled. He was just staring at the choir like he could see the words coming out of their mouths. Afterwards, Iris tells me the only reason he went

  into the chapel was because he’d heard the organ. Ask him, he’ll tell you. He hasn’t been to church in years.’
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