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  Epigraph

 
  . . . the moon’s an arrant thief,
 And her pale fire she snatches from the sun
 —William Shakespeare, King Lear
 Who in the world am I? Ah, that’s the great puzzle!
 —Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
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  Act I
Black Milk

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 1

 
  October 2, 1994

 

 The last time Ali would ever touch down in England it was implausibly sunny and Kurt Cobain had been dead for six months. Sliding ever closer to London on a Delta jet airliner, the world never more beautiful than when admired from a fatal height, it felt perfectly natural for Alistair McCain to be thinking about Nirvana’s suicidal front man. The reason for this was straightforward enough. It had everything to do with Ali’s final destination, the Oxford college that had thrown open its doors to the young Californian, where he was about to begin studying English literature. The college was named Cockbayne, although its pronunciation had nothing to do with the bane of a cock, whatever that might be. Cockbayne possessed one of those sly names, the correct pronunciation of which bestowed upon you the status of insider. Anyone foolish enough to speak the word phonetically was clearly deserving of ridicule.

Just in case, Ali had devised a mnemonic to groom his tongue. Cockbayne, rhymes with cocaine, pronounced Cobain.

Cobain like Kurt, one of those rare Americans the English had taken wholly to their cautious hearts.

As his flight from LAX landed at Heathrow, Ali felt the thrill rising up in his chest, the promise of daylight a light apricot band clawing its way above the horizon. Yes, it was in Kurt’s footsteps that he hoped to follow. That is, to be loved by the people living here, in his new home across the ocean blue. England was a kind of holy land, the country in which Ali had been born but could not recall, a nation whose DNA lurked in his blood.

By the time he stepped onto the train platform at Oxford, the sun was concealed behind a battalion of gray-coated rain clouds. Having dressed optimistically in a cotton blazer, its shade as close to Oxford blue as he could find, Ali felt a damp sense of chill in the air. A fat raindrop slapped the crown of his head as he signaled to a taxi, crouched in the parking lot like a lion contemplating its lunch.

He hoped the ride wasn’t a lengthy one. Ali’s brand-new money was something scarce and precious, his stepdad having been less than generous with his allowance. Apparently, Marty Van Wagner was teaching his stepson something called fiscal responsibility, a life lesson unlikely to be applied to his adored biological offspring, Georgia and Carolina, seven years younger than Ali. His identical twin stepsisters were both of one mind when it came to opinions concerning their new brother. They agreed that Ali was weird, a quality no doubt accounted for by his biological father, a pyrotechnically odd Englishman.

Maybe his stepsisters were right. It was undoubtedly a strange situation because, after the age of eighteen months, Ali McCain had never been in the same room as his father. And yet, Gerry McCain was world famous, the sort of man who attracted superfans, people who’d read every book about rock and roll star Gel McCain and listened to every recording and bootleg. Ali himself had digested only half the available material. Certain unauthorized biographies made for difficult reading, courtesy of their lurid writing style and questionable tabloid allegations. Consequently, there existed thousands of people in the world who knew more about Ali’s father than Ali did himself, even if half of that knowledge was manifestly false.

But all those books were right about the fact that Ali’s existence was the main reason behind Gel McCain’s second marriage—to Ali’s mother. Most of them told the tale of the now-legendary lead singer on his band’s first American tour, the bucketful of LSD shared backstage and a petite Texan beauty queen smuggled into Gerry’s dressing room in the Hollywood Bowl. There followed an after-show party à deux, sex and drugs and rock and roll. And fireworks! Literal fireworks. Gel McCain was notorious for setting off bottle rockets, Roman candles and pinwheels indoors while tripping on acid.

Ali was born nine months later, three weeks before Gel would secretly wed his backstage beauty queen, which meant technically he was a bastard son. Ali read this fact, mentioned as a casual aside, in one of the less controversial Gel McCain exposés. Ali had never thought to do the math.

Reading was his favorite pastime but the short paragraph on his illegitimacy wasn’t one Ali would ever recall with great fondness. The revelation would, however, lend him an interesting perspective while studying Shakespeare, whose works were brimful of villains born out of wedlock. I grow, I prosper. Now, gods, stand up for bastards!

Gel McCain and his tiny Texan bride were married only eighteen months, their relationship the embodiment of the difficult second album, Ali almost certainly its only fan. He’d been born in Charing Cross Hospital in the London borough of Hammersmith and Fulham, the birthing room boasting a view of the River Thames. At the moment of Ali’s delivery, five hundred miles away in West Berlin, ten thousand fans were chanting his father’s name. Gel, Gel, Gel . . . It was another occasion accompanied by fireworks, the closing date of a two-month European tour.

Ali had watched the video footage. You could see the band’s manager slipping onstage between tracks to tell Gel McCain that his third—acknowledged—son had been safely delivered in London. Gel turned to the band, suggesting a change to the set list. The Pale Fires then launched into one of their less famous B-sides, No Complications. Based on its title, the choice of song seemed like a good idea. But the track had nothing to do with straightforward births and, in fact, concerned casual sexual relations with numerous women—sometimes numerously.

She’ll tie ya down, but only with rope / See her later, not a hope / No complications, no complications, no complications . . .

Stay classy, Dad.

Ah, the D-word, a single syllable that had passed Ali’s lips barely once during the first eighteen years of his life. He was fifteen years old by the time his mother married a second time, Ali too old to be calling Marty the D-word. Other than dentist, not just a profession—a calling. But whatever Ali thought of his stepdad, in the menagerie of their marriage, Marty Van Wagner and Dolly Winters were a perfect match. Ali’s mother ate like a bird and Marty drank like a fish.

The taxi driver turned on the meter.

“Where to, young man?” he asked over his shoulder.

“Cockbayne,” said Ali, perfectly rhyming its syllables with cocaine.

And yet, only one word from his mouth and the driver replied, “You’re American, right?”

“Well, now, it’s funny you should say that . . .”

“Welcome to this sceptered isle,” the driver cut in.

This sceptered isle. Ali sat up taller, the words ringing a deafening bell. “Richard the Second,” he announced.

“What’s that, mate?”

“This sceptered isle,” Ali enthused. “It’s from Shakespeare.”

The driver appeared barely impressed.

“This royal throne of kings,” Ali croaked. “This sceptered isle, this earth of majesty, this seat of Mars, this other Eden . . .”

Ali had noticed the driver’s eyes moving in the rearview mirror as he spoke, left-right left-right, in concert with the vehicle’s windshield wipers. But now the driver’s look had trailed off to one side. “I’m guessing you’re one of our student population, then,” he said.

“Right, English literature,” said Ali. “How could you tell?” he added, in a self-mocking way.

“Sixth bloody sense, mate.”

Ali stared out the taxicab window, the local populace hidden behind dark umbrellas and further concealed by the raindrop-mottled glass. This happy breed of men, this little world. This precious stone set in the silver sea.

“This might interest you,” said Ali. “You identified me as American, okay? But look, I have a British passport.” Ali pulled it from his blazer’s inside pocket and waved it at the mirror. “I was actually born in London,” he continued eagerly. “I lived in Chelsea—for a short time anyway. Not that I can remember. My mother and I moved to the States before I was two.”

“Whereabouts in America?”

“LA.”

“Los Angeles?” The driver perked up. “You’ve come a long way from Tinseltown, young man. I’ve heard good things about the weather.”

“Have you heard about the traffic?”

“Traffic doesn’t bother me, mate. I just turn on the radio. Got it tuned to this rock station, plays all the classics.”

“Really?” said Ali. “Who do you like?”

“The Who . . .”

“Who’s on first?” said Ali, laughing.

“No, mate.” The driver frowned. “They’re just called—The Who.”

“I was . . . It’s a famous joke, no? Abbott and Costello. Who’s on first, What’s on second, I Don’t Know is on third.”

The taxi driver scowled and returned to his list. “Then you’ve got The Kinks, Hollies, Small Faces, Troggs, Yardbirds. But my all-time favorite, obviously, is The Pale Fires.”

“Oh, really?” Ali leaned forward.

“Yeah, Gel McCain’s a personal hero of mine,” said the driver. “The geezer turns fifty in a couple of years and he can still out-strut, out-sing and out-party anyone half his age. Total legend. I’ve seen Gel sixteen . . . no, tell a lie, seventeen times.”

“Might be more than I have,” Ali murmured.

“You ask me,” said the driver, apparently not listening, “the only time The Pale Fires went off the boil was when Gerry shacked up with that Yank. No offense.”

Ah, and so it begins. There was a significant percentage of male Pale Fires fans who blamed Ali’s mother for various things that had nothing to do with her—the band’s original drummer leaving the group in 1976, for example, or Gerry’s arrest for drug possession the following year. And Ali absolutely was offended—not for himself but on behalf of his mother. However, he was genial by nature and had learned to harness geniality. It was something to be deployed like a weapon, turning up the dial when its application might be advantageous. This was a skill Ali had acquired around the age of fifteen, after his transfer to private school, home to the progeny of LA’s richest and most elite. Applewood was an establishment where social weapons were necessary for survival, its corridors full of biting and stinging creatures, the air saturated with an all-knowing derision.

He decided to let the taxi driver’s slur go unchallenged.

“But I’m half British, remember,” said Ali.

The driver looked unconvinced. “I reckon that was Gel’s Yoko Ono moment, marrying Dolly.”

“People sometimes forget,” said Ali, trying not to sound irritated, “John Lennon stayed happily married to Yoko until the day he died.”

“Tragedy, that was,” said the driver. “Lennon being shot. By a lunatic Yank, of course. All goes back to the Boston Tea Party if you ask me.” The driver sucked his teeth. “Anyway, back to Gel. He saw the light, obviously, and ditched little Dolly. Triumphant return to the homeland. Wife number three, Jill Stone, best of British.”

“How long did his marriage to Jill last?” Ali asked, knowing the answer and trying not to sound overtly sarcastic.

“Seven months,” said the driver.

Ali paused meaningfully. “Right, best of British,” he sighed.

“Funny enough,” said the driver, “seven’s what you might call a theme. Gel’s now on to wife number seven. Latest one’s a Brazilian, Arantxa, drop-dead gorgeous.”

The driver made a right turn, the juddering taxi swinging onto a street lined with stores that eventually gave way to a centuries-old church standing across from a college. Soon there were more colleges, on both sides of the street, every building seemingly constructed from the same pale yellow stone, the shade of raw cookie dough.

Ali had spent hundreds of hours reading everything he could about his new home, as well as chatting with his Applewood drama teacher, Lucy Rochester, who was English and an Oxford graduate. The university’s setup sounded screwy, although in a charming way. There were thirty-six different colleges, of which fifteenth-century Cockbayne was only the twelfth oldest, each of them independent and self-governing. And yet, all thirty-six of them were constituent parts of the university as a whole. Ms. Rochester had explained that while some students interacted with each other on a university level, most preferred to spend the bulk of their time with people from their own college. At Cockbayne there were fewer than four hundred undergrads, so maybe around a hundred and thirty freshmen. This sense of intimacy was just one of the many charms that appealed . . .

No, a hundred and thirty freshers, Ali corrected himself—that was what they called them here. The language of Oxford University was going to be a whole other challenge to master. But as with the correct pronunciation of Cockbayne, he had trained hard in preparation for life in this brave new world.

Thinking of Lucy—and her disappointingly pleasant and well-spoken husband—a question occurred to Ali. “Hey, you’re a professional driver,” he said, “so you must know where the headquarters of the Saracens is located, right?”

The Rochesters had invited Ali to dinner to advise him on the intricacies of applying to Oxford. Lucy’s husband, Charlie, was also English and an Oxford graduate. In fact, while Lucy was in the kitchen, it was Charlie who had planted the seed of applying specifically to Cockbayne in Ali’s mind.

I promise you, Ali, there’s no finer college in the world. I still pine for the heavenly scent of the wisteria drifting around the Cloister every spring.

On a dining room bookshelf, Ali had noticed a framed photo of the now husband and wife, a youthful-looking Lucy in a sleek green ball gown, Charlie towering above her, wearing a top hat, bow tie and tailcoat, the hat causing him to appear seven feet tall. Apparently, the photo had been taken not long after they first met, at a party thrown by Charlie’s dining club, which was called the Saracens. Ali had tucked the detail away. If the Saracens was the kind of club where you met people like Lucy Rochester, he would make filling in the application to study at Cockbayne his number one priority.

The taxi driver was frowning uncertainly. “Oh, wait,” he said, “posh boys club, right? Dicky bows and fancy hats!”

“Top hats, that’s right,” said Ali.

“Don’t think they have an HQ,” said the driver. “If they do, they keep it hush-hush. I had a couple of Saracen lads in the back there this summer, all togged up in their expensive clobber. Bit obnoxious, if you ask me. Both steaming drunk. I hear one of them retch, then I smell it, so I pull over and yell at them, how much money it’s gonna cost me to clean, let alone all the lost fares . . . One of them pulls five hundred quid from his pocket. Terribly sorry, sir, but hopefully this should cover any inconvenience! I pocket the cash, still fuming, drop them off at their fancy restaurant and go to inspect the damage . . . Nothing. Not a chunk. I reckon the one who threw up must’ve caught the whole mess in his top hat.”

“So that’s why they wear those things,” Ali chuckled.

“Yeah, aristocrat’s version of a bucket hat.” The driver winked in the mirror. “Anyway,” he went on, “I’m guessing you’re about to begin your first year, young man.”

“Correct,” said Ali. “But what makes you say that?”

“All these questions. You sound a bit fresh off the boat. Know what I mean?”

“I thought I was just being—enthusiastic,” said Ali.

“Ha!” the driver snorted. “Well, once you’ve been here a few weeks, we’ll knock that right out of you.”

“Great,” said Ali. “Now I really can’t wait to begin my new life.”

“Just pulling your plonker, mate,” the driver laughed. “Better get used to that. We Brits don’t like anyone who can’t laugh at himself.”

“Pulling my—plonker?” said Ali. “What does that even mean?” This word had appeared nowhere in the extensive glossary of Oxford lingo.

“Pulling your leg,” said the driver. “Plonker’s a slang word. For another kind of leg, as it happens. Your third leg, if you catch my drift.”

“Wait,” said Ali. “You mean my dick? You’re telling me you were pulling my dick all the way from the front seat? Man, either you have freakishly long arms or I must be a popular guy.”

The driver smiled. “Fair play, mate. That’s actually halfway funny.” His amusement quickly waned as the taxi joined a line of traffic waiting at a red light. Again, the driver glanced back at Ali in his mirror. “So if you were born in London, what on earth took you Stateside?”

“My dad had an affair,” said Ali. “And my mom’s American, from Texas. But we moved to LA because she’d always wanted to become an actress.”

With a soft stabbing pain, Ali recalled the scene that had played on repeat throughout his young life—the prolonged periods of no callbacks, balled-up tissues and cigarette stubs littering their apartment’s tiny balcony, Ali’s job to play World’s Biggest Fan of his mom’s forever untapped talent.

“Sorry to hear that, young man,” said the driver.

“Thanks,” said Ali, hoping the driver was referring to his dad’s behavior. “Although, actually,” he continued, “calling what my father did an affair is a world-class understatement. He slept with dozens of women in the short time my parents were together.”

“Bloody disgusting, that sort of muck,” said the driver.

“But what about Gel McCain?” said Ali, impulsively sticking up for his mom this time. “You told me he’s a hero of yours, no? Isn’t that exactly how Gerry behaves?”

“Yeah, only that’s different gravy.” The driver shrugged. “The gods of rock are playing a whole other ball game to us mere mortals. Gel’s got a certain image to maintain. Hell-raiser, womanizer. It’s basically the bloke’s job.”

“Sure,” said Ali, “breaking hearts, tearing families apart, sowing his seed and never seeing what comes of it. Solid profession, right?”

“I’m guessing you’re not a fan, then,” said the driver.

Ali fell back, letting the taxi’s upholstery take his weight. “Actually, I could quote you every line, every single song, Gerry McCain has ever written.”

The traffic was flowing smoothly again. Beyond the windshield wipers, Ali could see a large tower. He recognized it from the front cover of his Welcome to Cockbayne booklet, the famous Cockbayne Bell Tower built more than fifty years before Shakespeare was born. Every May Day the city celebrated the arrival of spring, thousands of people gathering below the tower, a choir singing hymns from its rooftop. Ali had seen a show on PBS, footage of Oxford’s May Morning tradition, women with flowers in their hair, men wearing bells wrapped around their shins, dancing around, waving sticks and handkerchiefs. Ali’s booklet had a section devoted to the event and, discovering it all over again, he’d remembered his reaction to those television pictures. May Morning was something ancient and alien, a connection to the distant past. And yet, it also felt like something inside Ali, a seed buried deep within his flesh. It was still seven months away but Ali couldn’t wait to witness May Day for himself.

The taxi slowed and then stopped. Already the rain had vanished and Ali handed over a greater proportion of his new money than he’d hoped to spend on the ride.

“Before I go,” he said, “what if I told you I’m Gel McCain’s third son?”

“I’d say leave it out, young man.”

“Leave what out?”

“Blimey,” said the driver, “you keep telling me how British you are but we don’t seem to be speaking the same language. Leave it out—it means stop, don’t be bloody daft.” He was looking over his shoulder at Ali, still in the backseat. And then something caused the driver to turn his head several more degrees. “Mind you, I suppose you do look a bit like him.”

“So people tell me,” said Ali.

“Except you’re blond.”

“Like a certain little Dolly?”

The driver turned even farther, his eyes locking hard on Ali. “Hang on, you’re a first year. Which makes you, what, eighteen years old?”

“Correct,” said Ali.

“Born in seventy-six . . . No, no, no, you can’t be.”

“Can’t be what?”

“Fuck me sideways!” said the driver. “Wait, that would make you—the bloody Fat-Bottomed Baby!”

“The bloody Fat-Bottomed Baby,” Ali nodded.

“Wait, you’re telling me I have the genuine backside of the actual Fat-Bottomed Baby from the Fat-Bottomed Baby Album, 1976, planted on the backseat of my cab?”

Ali peered at his backside. “I think it’s actually gotten smaller since ’76.” He grinned.

“Sorry, mate, but that was one gigantic arse. Maybe it was a funny angle but I swear your arse was bigger than Gel’s head.”

“It appeared so, right?” Ali replied. “Even with all the rock-star hair.”

“Yeah, even with the hair,” said the driver, his tone softening as he reached into his pocket. “Look, mate, there’s no way I’m taking your money. The genuine Fat-Bottomed Baby, his actual arse sat in my cab. I’ll be dining out on this for years,” he said, offering the cash back to Ali.

“No, keep it. We sons of rock stars insist upon paying our way.”

“You, sir, are a gentleman and a scholar,” said the driver. “Now, listen,” he leaned in closer, “I ever see you trudging the streets of Oxford, next ride’s on me.”

“Friend, you’ve got yourself a deal,” said Ali, climbing out onto the sidewalk, already regretting his financial largesse.

As the vehicle pulled away, heading over an ancient bridge, Ali finally allowed himself a small wince. Fat-Bottomed Baby was a name that had hounded him throughout high school, before his move to Applewood. Ali had mistakenly mentioned the album cover story to a classmate he thought he could trust. By the next day, half the school was yelling at him, let’s see your fat ass, Fat-Bottomed Baby, boys whipping his naked rear with wet towels in the shower after gym class.

The official title of the 1976 album by The Pale Fires, their second LP, was Poor Naked Wretches Whereso’er You Are That Bide The Pelting Of This Pitiless Storm. These might have been fine words from the quill of Shakespeare—King Lear, Act Three, Scene Four—but they were something of a mouthful when applied to a ten-track rock and roll blues album. Therefore, the record quickly became known as the Fat-Bottomed Baby Album, its cover boasting a wild-haired Gel McCain holding a naked baby boy, his bandmates standing behind him, dressed as Knights Templar, a ruined castle forming the backdrop.

Gel was holding the naked boy facing away from the camera, his forearm supporting Ali’s rear and having a kind of push-up bra effect on both buttocks. Also, for some dubious artistic reason, the photographer had snapped the shot while lying on the ground, the unflattering angle causing Ali’s buttocks to appear larger than his father’s head.

The Pale Fires had released twenty-one albums to date and the Fat-Bottomed Baby Album was generally considered their weakest effort, with Ali’s mother frequently cited as the reason why. The blonde Texan baby mama had clearly messed with Gel’s head.

Bullshit.

Ali took a deep breath and looked up at Cockbayne Bell Tower. The entrance to college was through an archway at its base. He stepped into the dim passageway and spied a green lawn framed by another stone arch. It was hard to believe he was truly here. Finally, Ali’s plan to birth a whole new Alistair McCain was underway.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 2

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 4, 2019

 

 Black Milk is the title of the third track on the second side of a record released by The Pale Fires in 1976, generally known by a ludicrous nickname.

According to the tawdry World Wide Web, said band is still releasing its odious tunes to this day, despite the fact that Gerald Arthur McCain, the lead singer, is seventy-three. My research also revealed that the leather-trousered Gel continues to gyrate across the stage at numerous venues worldwide.

One shudders.

The song Black Milk consists of three verses, four lines apiece, and a chorus whose lyrics are indescribably horrific. The web further informed me that Black Milk is the only track from the . . . deep breath . . . Fat-Bottomed Baby Album for which fans and critics retain any affection. The fruit flies in this room are simply intolerable.

But why, comrade, am I recounting these details? Well, I just received a package in the mail. And what do you think it contained?

The answer is seventeen sheets of spiral-bound paper. Sliding the sheaf from its bubbly envelope, I was initially confronted by two words.

BLACK MILK.

Do sit still, comrade. Anyway, my conclusion was, oh dear, a former student has sent me the first draft of what they hope will be crowned their debut novel. Ha!

I swiftly skipped on to the next page, giving our amateur novelist the benefit of one paragraph.

But thrillingly, it took only two sentences to decide the fate of the manuscript.

There it was—a name!

Oh, comrade, such a name. Yes, this was a name that rang more than a singular bell. This was a name that shook the whole bell tower.

And why might that be?

Because it is a name that was once barked in your erudite professor’s face—malicious claims that I forcefully rebuffed. The moniker in question was, of course, Alistair McCain.

At that point, I understood entirely why the tale in our hands has been written. This Black Milk has manifestly been composed for an audience of one. Yes, I, without question, am the whole point of the story.

 
  

 One imagines you’re currently feeling somewhat kept in the dark, comrade. Therefore, please allow me to introduce myself. My name is Professor Goodwin and I am a proud and true Englishman. Now, bearing in mind my academic qualifications, one imagines I shall be playing the role of commentator as we work our way through Black Milk. You may also, if you wish, consider me something of a mentor. Many of my students at Huntingham College have no doubt regarded me as such.

But before we sally forth, one asks that you pay careful attention. I do not mince my words.

Then let us proceed.

 
  

 Your mentoring professor tore through that first chapter at a devilish pace. I read it a second time, a third, my mind looping back to that miserable gray city. How grateful I am to be living thousands of miles from those dank rooms of Oxford, her endless furlongs of wet stone. England is a land infected by a sloppy sort of weather that coils itself around one’s insides like a tapeworm. And this is precisely why your commentator has spent so much time traversing the globe. Europe, North Africa, South America . . .

What did I think of that first chapter? One must be honest. I did vaguely admire the chapter’s several premonitions, three of which your esteemed companion is delighted to share with you—

Fatal height.

The predator contemplating his next luncheon.

And May Day. M’aider. Mayday!

Feeling terribly forensic, I snatched up my ruler to measure the width and length of the pages. A brief aside—Standard American paper possesses different dimensions to that generally used in the rest of the world. And my investigation confirmed what I already suspected. That the paper on which Black Milk was printed most likely originated outside the United States. Aha, I thought, having already noted the postmark on the envelope. Despite the foreign paper, the package had been mailed from an American location! A bland corner of the Carolinas. Curiouser and curiouser.

Oh, this really is too much! Be gone, flying beasties, you dire Drosophilidae. These wretched fruit flies are thirsting after the Pinot Noir one is presently attempting to quaff. Enough, I say!

 
  

 I’m feeling much better now. What a tear I have been on. Professor Aftergut of the Psychology department gifted me an electric fly swatter and I have just rousingly employed the device. Aftergut no doubt remains tickled by my own gift to him, a line I shamelessly stole from my erstwhile friend, the fifth Baron of Hoick.

Three days ago, we were at an interdepartmental gathering, when I turned to Aftergut. Professor, I chuckled, tell me, what is the definition of a Freudian slip?

Grinning at me, Aftergut shrugged.

And so, lightly jabbing him on the shoulder, I proffered my punchline.

Saying one thing when you mean your mother!

Goodness, how we laughed, comrade.

 
  

 The evening’s shadows lean lazily across Huntingham’s grounds. It is not such a bad existence. Sundown, a time for reflection. I stare at my window, its darkening glass placing your ghostly professor six feet outside his room. There he sits peacefully, a transparent figure hanging in the foreground.

On my desk, Black Milk’s title page is stained red, a series of crimson arcs imprinted by the foot of my glass. The manuscript is a bombshell of sorts. Its arrival in my cubby communicates three statements, a triple threat, I suppose.

I know what you did.

I know where you live.

And I’m coming to get you!

Are you indeed, Mystery Sender? Yippee! The game is afoot.

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 6, 2019

 

 I have something marvelous to report. A second package, another spiral-bound sheaf, two days after the first. Did you enjoy the opening chapter, Ali’s Arrival? Poor Ali. So full of hope, so doomed by fate. Let’s stalk him around Oxford some more.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 3

 
 The cover of Ali’s Welcome to Cockbayne booklet featured a seventeenth century copper engraving of the college. Ali pulled the booklet from his carry-on and compared it to the scene before him, ancient stone buildings surrounding a large square lawn. The overwhelming sense of history provoked a momentary shudder. Cockbayne College in 1994 looked exactly the same as Cockbayne in the 1600s—presumably the same way it had looked in the 1400s, the century in which it had been built by its founder, Stephen of Winchester.

Ali was admiring Cockbayne’s Front Quad from its Cloister, a covered walkway running on all four sides of the lawn, the stonework speckled with swirls of yellow lichen. Looming over the opposite side of the quad was a gothic tower topped with battlements and pinnacles.

Ali looked down at his room key, which had been handed to him a minute earlier inside the Porters Lodge, its entrance now a dozen steps behind him. There he’d been cautiously greeted by a man wearing a black bowler hat and dark woolen suit, a badge pinned to his lapel printed with the words Cockbayne, Head Porter, Clive.

Ali gave his name and Clive handed him a key attached to a brass fob etched VI, 6. After Ali had stared at it for several moments, trying to decipher the code, the head porter cleared his throat. “Staircase Six, room six,” he said. “Should be easy enough to remember, young man.”

“Sure,” Ali replied. “Just one six short of the number of the beast.”

“What?” said the porter, his tone suggesting Ali’s statement was slanderous. “No, sixty-six, the year England won the World Cup.”

“Was my second answer,” said Ali, making a mental note. “Oh, perhaps you could help me out with something,” he added. “Whereabouts is the Saracens’ house located?”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

“A dining club. Called the Saracens. Don’t they have, like, a frat house?”

“Ah,” said the porter, after a few moments’ thought, “I think I saw a frat house in one of your American films, young man. Vulgar sort of place, right? We don’t have anything like that over here.”

Ali waved his key, thanked the porter and left.

He realized now he should have quizzed Charlie Rochester about the Saracens. Had Charlie said anything else useful? Ali tried to conjure up the memory of his drama teacher in the framed photo he’d seen before dinner at the Rochesters’ home, Lucy’s green dress tracing her outline, all shimmering sequins.

“When was this taken?” Ali had asked Charlie. Lucy was in the kitchen, preparing something called a Scotch egg, which turned out to have nothing to do with whiskey.

“Donkey’s years ago.” Charlie sniffed cheerfully. “My earliest rabbit club days.”

“What’s a rabbit club?” Ali asked.

Charlie closed one eye and tilted his head. “Sorry, what I meant to say is the Saracens, my Oxford dining club. I met Lucy early on, at our Opening Ball, and was eternally smitten.” Charlie picked up the frame and thrust the photo toward Ali. “Look at her, green goddess,” he sighed. “No one could resist Lucy Lambkin—that really was her maiden name, believe it or not. I must be the luckiest fool alive, right?”

Ali remembered trying to arrange his features so they wouldn’t betray him. He’d noticed his reflection in the photo frame’s glass, one of his eyes subsumed in the green glow of his drama teacher’s dress.

None of Ali’s extensive research into life in England, and Oxford especially, seemed to have been useful so far. He had read all the literature Cockbayne had provided several times, committing much of it to memory. And he had been reading English stories for as long as he could remember, starting when he was young with tales of Narnia, Willy Wonka and a secret garden. Clearly he understood these were nothing but childish fantasies. And yet, there was a place in his imagination where the fantasies lived on—the peculiar and compelling characters populating Dickens, the uproarious comic tales of P.G. Wodehouse, full of names like Stiffy Byng and Gussie Fink-Nottle, and eventually the aristocratic airs of Brideshead Revisited, the novel a gift from his drama teacher, his prized possession. These fictional characters were just as important to him as all the people he had actually met in the real world.

He walked along the Cloister, imagining Brideshead’s Lord Sebastian Flyte bursting around a corner in dove-gray flannels and white silk shirt, insisting he had to whisk Ali away in his motorcar.

Making his way around Front Quad, Ali passed a series of arched doorways, each of them marked with a gold-painted Roman numeral set on a black circle—I, II, III, IV . . . every doorway leading to a steep staircase.

Ali’s heels sounded sharp on the timeworn flagstones. He appeared to have Cockbayne all to himself.

“As you probably know,” the head porter had told him, “most of our new undergrads arrive tomorrow. I suppose they let Americans in a day early.”

“Ah,” said Alistair. “It was the best flight I could get.”

“I’m sure it was,” said Clive. “Anyway, Alistair, enjoy the peace and quiet while it lasts. Trust me, young man, tomorrow will be right bloody chaos.”

Reaching Staircase VI, Ali spotted a board on the lime-washed wall inside its entrance. Henry Tudor Tower, Staircase VI.

Lower down were the names of all the occupants of Staircase Six. Van Kleeck H, Macmillan C, Benton-Beer J, Schimmel R . . . and there was his own name, one spot above his soon-to-be roommate.

 
  6 McCain A 
 Wynne-Goode W

 

 Wynne-Goode W. What information could Ali untangle from such a name? It certainly sounded British. Surely Wynne-Goode was one of those family names that signified a line of viscounts or baronets.

What would Gerry McCain think if he could see Ali now? Would he be proud of his son?

Ali bounded up the stairs.

 
  

 His room key caused the lock to turn with a satisfying click. Ali found himself laughing in disbelief as he stepped inside a large living room.

The wood-paneled room occupied the entire depth of the tower. A fireplace decorated with peacock-green tiles stood adjacent to a set of bay windows, the glass softly warped, the world outside given the appearance of something seen through a diamond. Beneath the windows ran a long, curved bench. Ali could already picture himself lounging there as he composed insightful essays on Oscar Wilde and Othello.

The windows at the other end of the room looked out on to New Quad, which was apparently new because it had been added to the college in the eighteenth century.

Throughout the living space there were armchairs, a sofa, coffee table and two desks on opposite sides of the room. Perhaps Ali and Wynne-Goode W would fast become friends, frequently breaking off from their studies to indulge in intellectual debate and stimulating gossip.

There were two bedrooms—one facing New Quad, with a small bed, a closet and sink. The second bedroom was similarly furnished. But also in this second room, Ali’s luggage was piled, his suitcases and boxes having arrived a day before him and brought up by one of the porters. So this was to be Ali’s bedroom. As with the bay windows in the living room, his bedroom stared out over the fifteenth century Front Quad, the view dominated by the grand bell tower topped with a flagpole flying the college crest. Now that the rain clouds had retreated, the tower’s stone was glowing amber in the afternoon sunlight.

And then a first dizzy wave came over Ali. How long had it been since his brief nap on the plane? Perhaps he should take a short rest to shake off his jet lag before heading outside to explore.

Ali kicked off his shoes and lay down on the bed, his new home surrendering to the shadows of sleep after less than a minute.

 
  

 When he awoke, the sky was indigo. Across the quad, golden lights were blazing in several rooms and smoke piped from a chimney. He pressed a button to illuminate the dial of his wristwatch. Already seven. Ali’s head felt like a bell still ringing from its final toll. He poured himself a glass of water, which tasted foreign and not particularly cold. Ali’s skin was cold, however, and his blazer wrinkled. He reached for the light switch and then a sweater in his luggage, also pulling out Lucy Rochester’s battered copy of Brideshead, his good-luck charm. He placed it next to his bed so that he’d see it every day when he awoke. And then Ali looked out the window again, already regretting the loss of sunlight, a missed opportunity to explore the undark city.

But then another thought roused him. In England, Ali was old enough to drink!

When he stepped out of Cockbayne’s front gate, the weather had flipped again, Oxford’s streets smeared with a drizzly mist. Having studied maps, Ali knew Cockbayne was in the eastern part of the city. He decided to head west, toward the center, and step inside the first pub he encountered.

It wasn’t long before he found one. The Churchill Arms.

Stepping into the crowded pub, Ali was hit by a wall of cigarette smoke. Through the gray haze, he made out a bar with pint jugs hanging from hooks. He spotted a narrow opening and moved sideways through the smoke and bodies to claim a spot at the bar.

Eventually, the barman spotted his puppyish grin and wandered over.

“What’ll it be, young man?”

“Don’t you need to ID me first?” said Ali, reaching hopefully for the British passport in his back pocket.

“We don’t really do that over here,” said the barman. “Not unless you look twelve, mate.”

“Right,” said Ali. “Then I’ll have . . .” He stared down a row of confusingly labeled pumps and taps. “Tell me, friend, which one of these beers would the most English person drink?”

The barman made a face that suggested Ali’s agreeable question could only have come from an American. And then he shrugged.

Noticing a black-and-white photograph on the wall, Ali pointed to it. “Okay. What would she drink?”

It was a photo of Queen Elizabeth standing in the same spot as the barman, an unconvincing smile on her face as someone showed her how to pour a pint of beer.

“I’m not sure beer is her maj’s cup of tea, mate,” said the barman. “But I can make you a gin and tonic. Only we’re out of lemon. And ice.”

“So let’s skip that,” said Ali. “What about Gerry McCain? He’s totally English, right? If Gel McCain walked into your pub right now, which beer would you pour him?”

“Funny you should ask,” said the barman. “We did have Gel McCain in here about a year ago.”

“You did?”

“Yeah, bloke owns a ridiculous estate up the road, near Woodstock.”

Obviously Ali was aware of this. When it had occurred to him that Gerry McCain was the owner of a baroque mansion less than ten miles from Cockbayne, the idea of applying to Oxford had grown instantly more appealing.

“And what beer did Gel order?”

“He didn’t. I clocked him right away, poured a pint and yelled this one’s on the house, Gel. So he swans up, all Billy big balls, and asks what’s cooking. And I said, it’s a pint of Old Faded Glory, Gel. You haven’t made a decent fucking album since 1975. And that’s that, he’s leapt over the bar and planted a Glasgow kiss on me.” The barman indicated the spot between his eyes.

“Really?” Ali frowned. “You offended Gel McCain and he kissed you?”

“What?” said the barman, looking at Ali as if he was insane. “No, Glasgow kiss, mate, it means a headbutt.”

“Whoa, he attacked you?” Ali knew he was supposed to be appalled by Gel’s behavior. And yet, somehow, he felt himself on the sidelines, cheering his father on.

“Yeah, but I gave as good as I got. Took five men to pull us apart. Honestly, I would’ve killed the wanker. And I could’ve pressed charges.”

“Although you did kinda start it, right?”

“Bastard celebs think they can do what they like,” said the barman.

Ali tightened his grip on the edge of the bar. “You know, maybe I should give the Old Faded Glory a try.”

“One Gel McCain special it is, young man.”

Ali pulled out his change. And then, as quickly as he could, worked out the value of the foreign coins in his hand.

 
  

 He woke up in the half-dark thinking, is it today or tomorrow? Certain parts of Ali’s head seemed to be working against each other, pulling him in different directions. He was thirsty, his saliva tasted poisonous and his skull felt like the hull of a ship, groaning and splintering against a mountainous iceberg. And then he remembered the phrase Glasgow kiss. Had someone headbutted him at some point during his night in the pub? But the pain wasn’t specific, more of a roving black fog. He was still wearing his sweater, he now noticed. And his shoes. Ali rolled over, pulled the comforter over his head and mercifully slipped into a state of unconsciousness.

 
  

 He appears to be sound asleep.

Good Lord, the room smells like a brewery.

Look! Are those shoes on his feet?

Loafers. How novel.

Excuse me? Hello, I said excuse me but are you McCain?

No need to wake the poor chap.

Surely Ali was dreaming. The odd thing was, however, that he couldn’t see his dream, could only hear it, three different English voices, all with similarly grandiose accents. He opened his eyes and saw Lucy Rochester’s Brideshead on his nightstand. Perhaps the voices were coming from inside the book. The accents sounded about right.

Why ever did you choose to room with another student anyway?

I specifically requested an Old Ecclesiast. But I see my petitioning has been ignored.

Philippa tells me cousin Beatrice decided to bunk up. But it makes more sense for boys, no?

Suddenly Ali understood what was happening. The voices in his head belonged to actual people. Actual people who were . . . inside his room.

“There!” said the lone female voice. “Did you see that? Something moved.”

Ali rolled over, opening his eyes and attempting to smile. Three figures came into a dim sort of focus.

“I’m so sorry,” he mumbled. “Jet lag.”

“And which particular model of jet conveyed you here?” said the younger male voice. “Was it a Carling 747, perhaps?” Now the voice shifted to a sideways mutter. “Carling is the name of a popular lager, Mamaah.”

“Very good, Willy.”

“Well, we can’t be playing silly buggers all day,” said the older male voice. “Time to resume Operation Ivory Tower.”

The figures slid from the room. “As it happens,” said the fading older male voice, “I once served with a McCain. Back in Africa, Mau Mau uprising. Did I ever mention him? Poor chap blew himself to smithereens.”

 
  

 Ali’s stepdad, Marty Van Wagner, dentist to the stars, had a few favorite expressions he liked to roll out whenever he was waving around a steak knife. One of these was kid, you never get a second chance to make a first impression. But Ali knew he had to try, despite feeling sick to his stomach. He glanced at his wristwatch. Noon had passed several minutes ago.

His head was still pulling in different directions. Unfortunately, the only medicine available was the not-so-cold water from his faucet. Ali tried drinking it, rearranging his hair with it and flushing the alcohol from his skin. Towel-dried and clothed in a clean polo and slacks, he looked moderately presentable. But beneath the surface, Ali was a volcanic mess, his center of balance shooting around like a pinball. He kept having the same flashback, a crowd of colorful faces aglow, the scene carnival-esque, mouths all barking the same incantation. Down in one, down in one, down in one.

Clearly the younger figure at the edge of Ali’s room was his new roommate, Wynne-Goode W. And presumably the two older figures were W’s parents.

He resisted another wave of nausea and stepped out of his bedroom.

The mother was sitting on the living room sofa. Father and son, meanwhile, were both carrying open crates. The father’s was full of books, every one as old as the man transporting them, the son’s with a medley of sports equipment, a cricket bat and odd-looking hockey stick, shaped like a candy cane. Field hockey?

“I’m so sorry,” he said, extending a hand as they put down their loads. “I flew in yesterday from LA and I’m crazy discombobulated. Alistair McCain.” He tried to smile. “Just call me Ali.”

His new roommate shook his hand briskly. “Wynne-Goode,” he said. “William,” he added, stressing a three-syllable pronunciation.

Will-i-am’s arms looked too long for his body and his legs too long for his arms. His pants were gray flannel and the stiff points of a white shirt collar sat outside his sweater, blue and crew-necked.

Despite trying to make a good impression, Ali felt like he might fall over any second, his chin dropping toward his collarbone. In the midst of this swoon he noticed William’s shoes, shiny and black and fastened with a bright silver buckle.

With a jolt, Ali recovered. “Wow, nice kicks. What do you call that kind of shoe?”

“A monkstrap,” said William. “Not terribly formal, certainly, but the idea of wearing Oxfords to Oxford felt dreary.” William glanced briefly down at Ali’s loafers. “Incidentally,” he said, “I see you already went ahead and allocated bedrooms for each party.”

“Oh, no,” said Ali. “The porters, they . . . We can swap.”

“No, it’s perfectly fine, Alistair. I’m more than happy to slum it in the derrière. Anyway, how rude of me not to have made introductions. Alistair, this is Nancy, my mother—” the woman on the sofa offered Ali a circular wave “—and this is Freddie, although you might address him as Sir Frederick if you’re looking to get in his good books.”

“Sir Frederick?” said Ali, using his most-impressed voice.

“Freddie will do just fine,” said Sir Frederick, tilting his head cordially.

“Pleased to meet you, Nancy, Freddie.” Ali felt himself performing an involuntary bow.

“Look at the time,” said William, nodding toward a vintage carriage clock on the desk by the back bedroom. “We should probably get back to Operation Ivory Tower, Freddie.”

Sir Frederick nodded. And then the two of them vanished so quickly, Ali missed the opportunity to offer assistance. He turned to the woman on the couch. “So, Nancy,” he said, “what is it you do?”

“A lot of charity work,” she replied. “There are some people who run the world and then there are those of us who clean up the awful mess they leave behind.”

Ali wasn’t sure what to say to this—or whom the line was directed at. He decided to help out by moving some of the crates piled by the door. Sir Frederick stepped back inside the room with another collection of antiquarian books.

“Aha,” said Sir Frederick, gesturing toward Ali. “Joining in late in the day and planning to snatch up all the credit. Just like your countrymen in the Second World War. Oldest damn trick in the book, comrade.”

Was Freddie really taking a swipe at America? It felt best, however, not to respond to this cheap shot. Ali simply blinked, as if still in a haze.

“I’m joking, of course,” said Sir Frederick, his cheeks bulging. “But don’t worry, I won’t hold the accent against you, Alistair. Anyway,” he continued, depositing his crate, “must crack on.”

 
  

 When all of the crates were piled outside William’s bedroom door and his suitcases piled inside, Sir Frederick proclaimed their work done.

“Thank you for your assistance, Alistair. I suppose, as an American, you’ll be expecting a tip?”

“Not really,” said Ali, mildly offended but continuing the dazed act.

“Ha!” Sir Frederick slapped the back of Ali’s shoulder. “Good to see you can take a joke, comrade.”

William leaned forward. “What do you think, Freddie? Should I be expecting Trespassers Will Be Shot signs all over the room when I wake up tomorrow?”

“Haaa!” Sir Frederick laughed again. “Mind you—” he wagged a finger “—that’s one area in which I see eye to eye with our American cousins.”

Perhaps if he wasn’t so hungover, Ali concluded, he might respond in kind with his own cheap shots—British food, its weather, their teeth. But instead, Ali took a spot on one of the armchairs, the Wynne-Goodes gathering on the sofa to talk family matters.

Curiously, it was only when William was sitting down that Ali realized how tall he was, his long limbs sticking out at awkward angles. Ali nursed his hangover and pasted a smile to his face, feeling like a shopping mall sales assistant.

Several minutes later, Sir Frederick stood up and removed an envelope from his sport coat’s inside pocket. “Take your chums out for dinner tonight. Somewhere half-decent.” He handed William the envelope and winked.

“Thank you, Freddie.” William stood and nodded.

Nancy floated to her feet, mother and son performing an elaborate air kiss. “Thank you, Mamaah,” said William. “And remind Milly, if she dares ride Winnie while I’m away, I’ll take a whip to at least one set of her cheeks.”

“He’s joking, of course,” said Nancy, turning to Ali.

“That’s us, then,” said Sir Frederick. “And remember, do bloody well here, Willy. Because if not, there’ll be hellish consequences to pay.”

“Oh, darling,” said Nancy, “ever the comedian.”

Finally, husband and wife turned to leave the room, Sir Frederick calling out over his shoulder as he departed. “Good to meet you, Alistair McCain. If Willy gives you any trouble, comrade, you have my permission to exercise your American second amendment rights.”

“What’s this claptrap you’re spouting now, darling?” asked Nancy, stepping out of the room.

“I just told him he can shoot the bugger!” said Sir Frederick, a blast of cold air gusting through the room as the door was pulled shut.

Now the two roommates were alone, William rearranged his angular limbs across all three sofa cushions. “Well then,” he said, “I don’t suppose we’ll be moving in quite the same circles, Alistair. But there’s no harm in getting to know one another. So tell me, what subject have you elected to read here at Cockbayne?”

“English literature!” said Ali, his bright eyes inviting an enthusiastic response.

“Oh, you’re one of those artsy chaps, then,” said William. “I myself am here to study Literae Humaniores. Or Classics, as it’s known in baser circles. But in any case, Alistair, life in Oxford isn’t all about studying, naturally.”

“Naturally,” Ali played along.

“I myself have a number of important plans. First, I shall begin by joining Oxford’s finest dining club, the Saracens.”

“Wow,” said Ali, “me too! I can’t wait to dine.”

William appeared momentarily stumped. “Ah,” he said, “when you told us you’d flown in from LA, I suppose I made a rather lazy assumption—that you were educated over there.”

“I was.” Ali grinned.

William swallowed and gave Ali a cautious, half-sympathetic look. “Right,” he said, “only here’s the thing, Alistair. Membership of the Saracens is traditionally limited to the old boys of certain venerable institutions. Eton, Harrow, Westminster. And my alma mater, Fenchurch, of course. When it comes to Americans, I suppose someone from the Kennedy clan or a modern-day Rockefeller might be considered Saracen material.”

“I’m actually half English,” said Ali. “On my father’s side.”

“Really?” William crossed his legs—and then his arms. “Is he an Old Ecclesiast, by any chance?”

“I have no idea what that means,” said Ali.

“It’s the term for former pupils of Fenchurch School,” said William. “Which school did your father attend?”

“Beats me,” said Ali. “Other than the school of rock and roll.”

William looked baffled.

“Gerry McCain?” said Ali. “He’s famous!”

“Ah,” said William. “Fame is not the currency in which the Saracens trade.”

“Wait, are you trying to tell me I have no chance at all of joining the Saracens?”

“Hope springs eternal!” William beamed. “And anyway, what do I know about such matters?”

“Well, actually, you seem to know a helluva lot. Can you at least tell me how to apply?”

“Strictly speaking, a gentleman doesn’t apply.” William lowered his chin. “The gentleman gets a tap on the shoulder.”

“But you told me you plan to join,” said Ali, a sense of frustration rising up in him. “So how do you know you’ll get the Saracens shoulder tap?”

“Saracenic is the adjective.” William waved apologetically. “But other than that, you’re quite right, Alistair. A sloppy use of the English language on my part. Membership, more accurately, is my hope, one’s fervent desire.”

“And if you get tapped, you can put in a good word for your roommate, right?”

“One can certainly do one’s best,” said William. “And I’ll be sure to enthuse about your impressive musical lineage. What was it? Jeremy . . . ?”

“Gerry,” said Ali. “Wait, you really haven’t heard of Gel McCain—or The Pale Fires?”

“My ignorance is no doubt unforgivable,” said William. “But the important thing is you’re from rock music royalty, as you say. And furthermore, you’re half English.”

“Right,” said Ali. “Although ever since landing here, I’ve never felt more American in my life.”

“Oh? How so?”

“I’m not sure,” said Ali. “I thought I did my homework on what life would be like here.”

“Homework?” William frowned.

“English novels,” said Ali. “All those handbooks they sent us. TV shows and movies. But when it comes to everyone I’ve met so far, I feel like I’m missing something. Or maybe everyone’s suspicious of me?”

“Goodness,” said William. “Then allow me to apologize on behalf of my countrymen. But I suspect these are mere teething problems, Alistair. You see, the English are not exactly huggers. But I’m certain you’ll find us rewarding company one day. Yes, we do sometimes deploy shields of froideur. And perhaps we take a while before forming our bonds. Take Freddie, for example. The man barely tolerated my existence before I could hold my own in dinner table conversation.”

This sounded to Ali like intensely Marty-ish behavior. “Any other steps in your Oxford plan?” he asked.

“I should like to find a wife during my time here.” William uncrossed his arms.

“A wife?” Ali blinked. “Marriage already?”

“Absolutely. I believe one should bear all one’s children—four or five of them, ideally—before hitting thirty. Perhaps I might meet my future spouse at the Union. I intend to be elected its president, hopefully early on in my second year.”

“The Union . . . I read about that place,” said Ali. “It’s a debating society, right?” He flashed William a satisfied smile, his homework finally paying off.

“Indeed,” said William, looking unimpressed. “The Union invites the most important people in the world to lend their oratorical skills to its chamber. Obviously this means, as president, one gets to rub shoulders with the great and the good. Here’s something worth knowing, Alistair. We’ve had ten different prime ministers in this country since the end of the Second World War. And seven of them studied here at Oxford. Even Harvard can’t compete with such a glittering record. Anyway, Alistair, have you ever debated?”

“I’ve had some wild arguments!” Ali raised a wry eyebrow.

“On a formal footing?”

“More of a parental footing, I guess.”

“I am sorry to hear that.”

“That’s okay,” said Ali. “My stepdad is a know-it-all blowhard. But apparently, putting a roof over a kid’s head for three whole years gives you certain inalienable rights.”

“Ah, well, my own father wasn’t interested in what you might call juvenile jabberwocky. To be fair, however, throughout my infancy he was busy running the most important affairs of our country.”

“He was?”

“Indeed. Sir Frederick Wynne-Goode served as our nation’s Chancellor of the Exchequer for nine whole years. Anyway, Alistair, by the time he was interested in anything I had to say, I was almost as tall as the old boy himself . . . Alistair, is something the matter?”

Ali was holding his brow, a fresh wave of hangover hitting him hard. “Sorry, William. I think I need to go and lie down.”

“Of course. Jet lag, as you assured us.”

“Right, I might need several more hours’ sleep.”

“Take as long as you need. Although I don’t suppose I shall be here when you reemerge.”

“Right,” said Ali. “You’re hosting a dinner tonight.”

“Probably just a few Old Ecclesiasts,” said William. “Don’t worry. When I return, I shall be as silent as the grave.”

Ali rose uneasily and staggered back to his room. He leaned over his sink and drank some of the not-so-cold water. On the ideal roommate list, how many boxes did William Wynne-Goode check? Their first meeting had felt odd. But perhaps it was the hangover, the jet lag, maybe both. Or the English not being huggers, as William had suggested. But there was something old-seeming about his roommate. Maybe the term Old Ecclesiast was spot-on. Cockbayne College had been built in 1487, so probably William Wynne-Goode was an appropriate part of the furniture and Ali the odd man out.

He looked in the mirror and quietly mimicked William’s accent. Half of his roommate’s words came out as if he might be holding back a yawn. As siiih-lent as the graaave. And then Ali tried to imitate the way William’s lips stiffened at other times. Old Ecclesiast, he said at a clip. It was a very different way of talking from Gerry McCain, who was born and raised in a place called Chatham. Ali couldn’t tell if his father’s accent differed from a London one. He had researched Chatham. It was thirty miles from London. Charles Dickens had moved there when he was five. And later in life, Dickens had returned to the area and died there. Did Dickens speak like Ali’s father? “Ahhh Moo-chul Friend,” said Ali into the mirror. “Mar’hin Chuzzlwi’h,” he added, dropping the t’s from the title.

He answered the question in his father’s voice. “I don’t fink so, son.”

How would Ali have sounded if he’d grown up in England?

The Wynne-Goodes had an air of old money about them. But Ali’s father had probably made hundreds of millions from all his albums and tours. “You’re not an Old Ecclesiast, are you?” he half yawned into the mirror. “I fink not, pal.”

Yes, the way the Wynne-Goodes spoke? It sounded infinitely richer.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 4

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 6, 2019

 

 My reaction to our Mystery Sender’s latest letter bomb? Fine, so apparently the adventuresome young American was enthusiastic. One might even add, with a dark wink, that the simple-minded boy was full of joie de vivre.

Very well then, one might also recollect that Ali was a handsome chap—in the rather shallow American sense. Blond. Tall and tan. And young and lovely, one supposes. Although he did turn rather pallid at the end.

But what of it? Why should one care?

Comrade, I hope you understand the precise game being played in the previous chapter. If not, allow your astute commentator to educate you in the wiles of writers and their myriad manipulations. Our Mystery Sender is trying to elicit feelings of empathy for a short-lived naif. Or even—good grief—a mayfly!

While the young American may have been something of a plaything, his downfall cannot be pinned upon me. When a racehorse cracks its shin and is relieved of its misery, we do not blame the frolicsome crowd.

But no matter. There are more important things to discuss. Because at lunchtime, after I was done reading our chapter, Professor Aftergut informed me of a matter so ludicrous, I fear it must be true.

 
  

 It would appear, comrade, that our darling Huntingham College, this upstate nugget of intellect surrounded by mountains and apple orchards, plans to honor a certain undereducated, oversexed, inexpressible oaf. And who do we think that might be? Why, no less than Gerald-Gerry-Gel McCain.

Yes, our hallowed institution intends to bestow upon the barbarous musician nothing less than an honorary doctorate!

A rock doc! How horrifically sordid. To what level is my beloved Huntingham about to sink? A sickeningly perfect answer comes to mind. Rock bottom!

Pass the smelling salts.

Professor Aftergut derived considerable pleasure from the queasiness this news caused me to suffer. Although Alan did not understand the fullest extent of my shock.

Why ever, I wondered aloud, would the secretive committees of Huntingham perpetrate such a crime?

Alan Aftergut’s response was depressingly banal. My dear fellow, he said, were you unaware that Gerald McCain has recently promised to fund the construction of a new Huntingham building?

Will the monstrous erection bear his name? I inquired in a near-fainting fit.

Indubitably, Aftergut giggled.

And then something even more vile occurred to me. Comrade, can you imagine your professor having to entertain students in the Gerald McCain Lecture Hall? Or grading essays in the Black Milk Coffee Lounge? To hell with Gel. If the lead singer of The Pale Fires wishes to divest himself of all that seedily acquired coin, why not donate his rock dollars to canines or kittens or warm woolen mittens? Or something equally unworthy . . . Orphans!

In 1487 Stephen of Winchester, founder of Cockbayne, named a tower after King Henry VII, first Tudor monarch of England. But in the year 2019, we all must bow down to filthy King Lucre.

Don’t worry, Professor Goodwin, said Alan, reaching out to touch me almost naughtily on the arm. I’m sure our campus won’t be hosting electric rock and roll concerts any time soon.

 
  

 My Huntingham room possesses a reassuring pulse, a sound that issues from one of my prized antiques, a nineteenth century grandfather clock, gifted to me by the Duke of Flete. I have christened the old boy Charles Tickens. I listen to Mr Tickens’ steadying heartbeat, whose chimes then send your mentor to his desk for Wine Hour’s opening salvo.

Hmm . . . a little too fruity for my palate. I reach for and begin crunching on a bowl of pistachios to counter the Syrah’s cloying blueberry notes. Should I allow Professor Aftergut to call me Bill? I am fond of the man, although not in the way he’s clearly fond of me. I hope he hasn’t hinted at anything too drastic to that lunatic wife of his—Iris Mad-Dog, as I have wickedly nicknamed her. The man recently suggested I join him on a trip to Manhattan. Two gentlemen such as ourselves, he murmured, might have a lot of fun together in the Big Apple.

My response?

Professor Aftergut, Dante’s inferno has seven rings of hell. New York City has five boroughs!

And yet, I could do with an ally. The rock doc news has me disconcerted.

I lift my gaze higher, a skein of geese honking loudly across the sky. They pass from windowpane to windowpane, their V deforming gently to a Y.

The V reminds me of the smoky pub that lurked not far from Cockbayne, its sign outside displaying Churchill’s two-fingered salute. The letter Y brings to mind the River Cherwell and that fateful bridge.

A teardrop falls into my wine. Where do these indiscriminate bouts of weakness come from? Sometimes it feels as if there must be some secret hidden beneath my bile duct. And from time to time the secret stirs me. Or nags me.

But Wine Hour smooths everything. Willow, weep for me. I am done.

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 8, 2019

 

 This might become an enchanting routine, a fresh mail bomb every other day. Am I imagining it, comrade, or does this latest manuscript smell of oak and butterscotch? And I see from the postmark, Mystery Sender, you are moving closer to my corner of the world. What fun!

But now let us join in the task of ushering our ditzy blond forward. I can hear the bells calling him. Over here, Ali. For it is time to uncover your Y’s and your wherefores. The day has arrived when you shall meet your future carnal mate.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 5

 
 When Ali awoke it was depressingly bright. His curtains were open and beyond his bedroom window, the bell tower was being roused by the dawn.

How long had he slept? Sixteen hours? Eighteen?

After meeting William, Ali had hoped to take a brief nap and wake up in the evening, seven or eight. The college had its own bar, the Beer Cellar, and surely every new resident of Cockbayne would gather there to celebrate their first day as an Oxford student.

Now Ali had missed it.

He was wearing his wristwatch. Eight in the morning, midnight in LA.

So many adjustments.

Ali dressed in fresh clothes pulled from his luggage and stepped into the living room. William’s bedroom door was closed and his possessions neatly arranged across exactly one half of the room—silver-framed family portraits, an antique globe, the painted statuette of a saint . . . So precise was the alignment of these belongings, Ali imagined William carefully measuring the proportion of space belonging to him and then marking the border with masking tape. Piles of old books occupied precisely 50 percent of the bookshelves. Would they need to show passports when crossing the room?

And then it struck Ali that this was his third day in Oxford and he’d seen no more of the college than Front Quad and the Cloister. Soon, he was descending Staircase Six and then heading toward New Quad. Breathing in the scent of the morning dew clinging to the lawn, Ali sensed the night before had been alive with the sparkle of new friendships. He would need to play catch-up.

The building across New Quad was as large and grand as a mansion. Officially, it was the Stephen Winchester Building but everyone called it the Small House. The Small House was the length of three tennis courts, with an orderly series of rectangular windows. Ali had learned from his handbook that the style was called Palladian, from Italian architect, Andrea Palladio.

Heading right, he reached the River Cherwell, its name another sly trap for ignorant tongues. The river was pronounced chah-well, his handbook graciously forewarned him. Ali passed through a pair of black iron gates and crossed the river via a small bridge. Farther downstream he could see the ancient Cockbayne Bridge, which carried the main road into town. Soaring above the bridge was the Cockbayne Bell Tower. Ali headed down a path of sand-colored stones. Floating beneath one of the bridge’s arches were dozens of flat boats, known as punts according to his handbook, waiting to be hired. Later in the day, the punts would be propelled, Venetian gondola style, along the Cherwell with long sticks.

On Ali’s side of the bridge, the river split in two like the letter Y. At its crook two young people were sitting beneath a yew tree.

“Fancy a drink?” a young man shouted, noticing Ali and waving a green bottle. He looked the same age as Ali, with long brown hair hanging down to his shoulders.

“Isn’t it a bit early?” said Ali.

The second figure turned, a girl whose rigid black hair brought to mind Cleopatra. “Either that or it’s horrifically late,” she called out. “Unfortunately, the two of us never quite made it to bed.” The girl smiled. “Why don’t you come and sit down? Then you can tell us how badly behaved we’ve been. And on our first day—shocking!”

Ali accepted the bottle and drank from its neck, the liquid warm and flat. He passed it back to the girl, who finished it in three swift gulps.

“What’s your name, stranger?” she asked.

“Ali, for Alistair,” he said. “Alistair McCain.”

“Sit down with us, Ali,” said the girl.

Ali obeyed.

The girl laid her hand on her companion’s shoulder. “This is Guy,” she said, “Guy Oldman. And my name’s Isabelle—Oldman as well. But please call me Izzy.”

“Oh,” said Ali. “You’re siblings?”

“Indeed.” Guy nodded.

“But are you . . .” Ali hesitated, remembering the correct Oxford word. “You’re both freshers?”

“That’s right,” said Izzy, her sleepy eyes almost closing as she stifled a yawn.

“So you’re twins,” said Ali.

“No, thank God,” said Guy. “If you ever set eyes on the state of Izzy’s bedroom, you’ll understand why I’m glad not to have shared the womb with her. I deferred for a year. Just so I could be here at the same time as my little sis.”

“We’re two peas from the same Todd,” said Izzy. “Sorry, Ali, family joke—our father’s name. We never quite worked out whether to say we’re the Oldmans or the Old men.”

Guy tossed a handful of grass at his sister. “You know that’s a terrible joke,” he said, laughing.

“I’m guessing the two of you hit up the Beer Cellar last night,” said Ali. “Did I miss much?”

“It was definitely a scene,” said Izzy. “Thunderous music, lots of Blur, Suede and Oasis.”

“Almost too much Nirvana,” added Guy.

“Only if that were possible,” said Izzy, squinting at her brother. “Although I’ll admit, playing Cobain at Cockbayne might get old at some point.”

“Also a ton of beer,” said Guy.

Ali’s back was to the riverbank. Weak morning sunlight grazed his cheeks. “What did you do on your year off, Guy?” he asked.

“Spent it in India. I mean, someone has to save the bloody Bengal tiger, right?”

Izzy started to cackle and almost fell onto her side.

“Sorry,” said Guy. “That’s not remotely true. I hope I’m a lot more self-aware than that. But I did overhear someone speaking those exact words in the Beer Cellar.”

“Wait, who was it?” said Izzy.

Guy looked up at the bell tower. “Julian?” he said. “Or someone from Fenchurch.”

“Hey, my roommate went to Fenchurch,” said Ali.

“Is he a gigantic arsehole?” said Izzy.

“I don’t know,” Ali replied. “But definitely gigantic. You know, tall. But in a weird way. He already has his own master plan—become president of the Union and meet his future wife there.”

“Ugh,” said Izzy. “Her name will be Margaret. Or Teresa. No nickname allowed outside the family. And she’ll own several sets of pearls.”

“Sounds like a great match,” said Ali. “William and Margaret Wynne-Goode.”

“Christ,” said Guy. “Wynne-Goode? Don’t tell me he’s related to Sir Frederick?”

“That’s right,” said Ali. “I met Freddie. Nice guy, actually.”

“Surely not,” said Izzy, sounding horrified.

“You know who he is, right?” said Guy, twice as horrified as his sister.

“I heard he was Chancellor of the Exchequer,” said Ali. “Something in parliament, right?”

“Yes, your equivalent would be Secretary of the Treasury,” said Izzy. “Only our chancellor’s sort of all-powerful.”

“And Sir Frederick was chancellor for nearly ten years,” said Guy. “Tory party, obviously.”

“Tories,” said Ali. “Those are the Conservatives, right?”

“AKA the dark side.” Izzy nodded.

Ali made yet another mental note, already enough to fill several sheets of paper.

“For some inexplicable reason,” he said, “Sir Frederick kept calling me comrade.”

“British humor,” said Guy. “He thinks it’s hilarious pretending to be a Bolshevik when he’s obviously at the other end of the spectrum.”

“Our nation likes to think it invented irony,” added Izzy.

Ali nodded, another detail slotting into his database. “Can I ask you both something? Neither of you have made a single mention of the fact I’m American.”

“Did you want us to?” said Izzy.

“Nope,” said Ali. “But almost everyone I’ve met so far has pointed it out in a way that feels negative. Is there some kind of running joke about Americans, something I’m missing?”

“We English can be tiresome like that,” said Guy. “But it’s a reaction to all those Americans who claim they live in the greatest country on earth. We like to sneer at such ideas over here.”

“Exactly,” said Izzy. “Even though we believe precisely the same thing about England. You see, it’s completely permissible to think it. But speaking it aloud is braggadocio, a faux pas.”

“Here’s the good news, though,” said Guy. “Izzy and I are actually somewhat American too. Our father. Obviously the clue was in the name—Todd.”

“Wait, so you’re both half American and half English?”

“Spot on,” said Izzy.

“Wow, me too,” said Ali, thumping his chest. “My dad’s English.”

“That’s amazing,” said Izzy. “Well, in that case, Ali, you can be the third sibling our parents denied us. Clearly we’re cut from the same cloth.”

“Hear, hear,” said Guy, beaming at Ali and clapping him on the shoulder.

Izzy leaned back, her hands in the grass. “Maybe there really is something dreamy about this city,” she said. “Did you notice, Guy, how quickly everyone was making friends in the Beer Cellar? It’s as if we’ve been sprinkled with fairy dust.”

“It’s called being thrown in at the deep end,” said Guy. “Sink or swim. Last night, we were surrounded by the swimmers.”

“And who did you two make friends with?” Ali asked.

“There was a girl called Emma,” said Izzy. “Who I liked a lot. She’s all the best W’s. Witty, wise and well-read.”

“Although not as well-read as Victor,” said Guy.

“Oh, Victor’s incredible too.” Izzy smiled. “And terrifyingly smart.”

“When you say well-read, do you mean novels or nonfiction?” Ali asked.

“Novels, of course,” Izzy replied. “The only kind of books worth a lifetime’s devotion. Emma and Victor are both English students.”

“As are we,” said Guy, pulling his sister to his shoulder.

“Get out of here!” said Ali. “English literature? Me too.”

“Look at that,” said Izzy. “Maybe we’re actually triplets. Or the Three Musketeers!”

Ali felt so joyful he could have toppled over backward and floated away to some downstream Valhalla. “Where in the States is your dad from?” he asked. Maybe the answer would be Texas or LA. How many more connections might they unearth?

Izzy and Guy looked at each other for a moment, as if unsure whose turn it was to answer.

“Chicago,” Izzy eventually replied.

“Have you been?” Ali asked.

“All the time,” said Guy.

“Yes.” Izzy nodded. “And it’s interesting, Ali, you were talking about people’s reaction to accents. The same thing happens to us in the States. Except everyone’s wonderful. Love the accent! they say. Or, what do you make of your queen? Quite something, no? Or, hey, we took a trip to London once, best city in the world.”

Ali beamed at Izzy, impressed by her American imitation. “Your accent is actually pretty darn good.”

“Thank you, kind sir,” she said, placing a hand over her heart.

“Izzy’s going to be an actress,” said Guy.

“An act-or,” said Izzy. “Let’s not stand for any sexism, big brother. Or maybe a writer. But possibly both, like Charles Dickens.”

“Whose formative years were spent in Chatham, Kent,” said Ali. “That’s where my dad’s from. Do you know the place?”

“Absolutely,” said Guy. “We’re just down the road, little village called Chilling. But Chatham doesn’t . . . how to put it? Chatham doesn’t exactly have a genteel reputation.”

“Neither does my dad,” said Ali.

“It does boast an old fort,” said Izzy. “Built in the eighteenth century.”

“Sounds promising.” Ali grinned.

“Right,” said Izzy. “Only I was going to say we visited on a school trip. When I hopped off the coach, the first thing I heard was one woman threatening another woman across the street. I’m not sure I should repeat what she yelled.”

“Come on,” said Guy. “You’re amongst family, sis.”

Izzy gathered herself. When eventually she spoke, her accent sounded perfectly Gel-like. “You ever fuhkin cahm near me again,” she snarled, “an’ yore gonna crawl away needing stitches in yore . . . ! I refuse to say the next word,” said Izzy, dropping the accent. “But it rhymes with one of those boats under the bridge.”

“Wow!” said Ali. “That’s definitely not—genteel.”

“But I’m sure your father’s a splendid chap,” said Izzy.

 
  

 Together they walked back to the Cloister. They’d be meeting up later in the day for luncheon with their tutors. As they neared Staircase Six, Ali pointed up to his room and asked where his new friends were staying.

“Top of Staircase Five,” said Guy.

“Halfway up Seven,” said Izzy. “Look at that,” she added, suppressing a yawn. “The Old men have you trapped in a pincer movement. Whatever will you do, Ali?”

“Don’t worry,” said Ali, “I won’t put up a fight.”

“Oh, but you should,” said Guy. “The Old men have been running this country too long. Time to take them down a peg or two.” And then Guy smiled at Ali and Izzy, as if to say he was pleased the two of them were getting along so well. And that he very much approved.

 
  

 To the rear of New Quad lay the Deer Park, which was inhabited by actual deer. He walked around, snorting in disbelief at the fairy-tale scene, while the deer stood and chewed, undaunted by his presence. Then he crossed a bridge where the Cherwell branched out again, another Y.

Evidently, the Y stood for yes. Because everything in this place was a yes. Fifteenth century cloisters, smoky pubs, Isabelle and Guy. Yes, yes, yes.

Ali found a willow to sit beneath. He closed his eyes, thinking of Izzy, who’d reminded him right away of his Applewood drama teacher.

The Rochesters had moved to LA after Charlie was offered a job at a movie studio. Back in her homeland, Lucy had landed several roles on British television and thought she might find even more success as an actor in the States.

Unfortunately, Ms. Rochester’s arrival in LA coincided with her closing in on an almost disqualifying milestone for female actors—thirty years of age. Apparently, I’ll soon be a wizened old hag, she once said to Ali, laughing as she explained to him why she’d taken the job at Applewood.

Ali was at Applewood because, immediately after her second marriage, his mom pointed out that Marty had been paying for Georgia and Carolina to attend Applewood since kindergarten. And if he didn’t send his stepson there as well, the inequality might create a rift.

But Ali had never asked to be scooped up by Marty or dropped into a home in the Hollywood Hills or a new school in Sherman Oaks.

He flourished academically at Applewood but struggled socially among the sardonic offspring of the Los Angeles elite, kids who were several decades more worldly, cynical and extravagantly screwed up than anyone he’d met in his life—even in the pages of novels.

Drama was Ali’s escape, not that the theater crowd looked down on the new kid any less than his classmates. But they did so with greater panache.

Ali was the only pupil at Applewood who seemed naturally suited to the good-hearted or guileless roles. This frequently meant he died on stage—although not in the sense of having no talent, more the case that killing off these types of characters seemed to be an all-too-common writer’s trick.

For his first role, he was cast by Lucy Rochester as Duncan in Macbeth. The intensity of Ali’s murder each night was dependent on the quantity of preshow amphetamines Lady Macbeth and her titular husband had shared in a bathroom stall. Later in the play, Lady Macbeth really did seem to be seeing things hanging midair.

Ms. Rochester’s husband was wonderfully supportive of his wife’s new role. Charlie could be spotted in the audience at every production’s opening night, quite the tallest body in the crowd, a beacon of marital solidarity. To Ali, this act of devotion felt somehow both heartwarming and harrowing at the same time.

His next role was starrier, King Pentheus in Euripides’s tragedy, The Bacchae. The show’s director, Paris Cutting, decided to illustrate the bloody death of Pentheus in shadow play, the event occurring offstage in the script, recounted by the king’s attendant.

His ribs were clawed clean of flesh and every hand was smeared with blood as they played ball with scraps of Pentheus’s body.

And so, toward the show’s finale, Ali stood behind a gauzy curtain, apparently being torn limb from limb by a frenzied crowd of ecstatic female revelers, their wild-eyed and intoxicated performance a display of Method acting in its purest form.

Six months later, while rehearsing The Crucible, Ali cast as the doomed John Proctor, Lucy Rochester mentioned she’d played the role of finger-pointing Abigail fifteen years earlier, as a student at Grace Chapel College, Oxford.

During rehearsal, Ali took the seat next to Ms. Rochester and asked about her time at Oxford. Her eyes danced as she spoke. And after the runaway success of first night, Lucy Rochester gifted Ali a battered copy of Brideshead Revisited.

“It’s not only about Oxford,” she told him. “But those seem to be the only parts everyone remembers.”

His drama teacher’s name was written in blue ink on the title page above a date, 1973. Turning the same pages Lucy’s fingers had touched twenty years earlier, it was hard for Ali to untangle his love of the novel from his feelings for their drama teacher. Ms. Rochester and her flutelike tones seemed to represent the opposite of cynicism, an antidote to the distasteful world Ali had been thrown into at Applewood. But perhaps Ali was simply taken in by Lucy’s accent, or her flawless skin, or by his seventeen-year-old hormones, which put on their own intoxicating performance whenever his drama teacher spoke to him.

Ali smiled beneath closed eyelids as Izzy swam around Lucy and Lucy’s smile melted into Izzy’s. Before long, Ali was asleep and dreaming he was an explorer burying a pot of gold in the fertile earth of a valley he’d discovered.

 
  

 When he awoke, Ali felt strange, jet lag still toying with his sense of time and place. For several seconds he was in sunlit California, early morning. And then he looked at his watch.

Half-past one, lunchtime. Ali was late for the one o’clock luncheon with his fellow English students and their tutors, Dr. Belsky and Professor Kumar-Hendricks. At the top of Staircase One, he knocked on a door, out of breath, and a young man opened it.

“English, right?” Ali panted.

“No chance, pal, I’m Scottish.” He stared hard at Ali for a moment. “American, right?” he said.

“What?” said Ali, weak and flustered.

“Don’t worry,” said the Scotsman. “I’m just messing with you. I’m guessing you’re Alistair, the one they’ve been worrying was a no-show. I’m Victor. Surname Campbell, like the soup maker. Good to meet you, pal. Come on, get in.”

Ali stepped inside. Victor? What had the Oldmans said? Well-read, terrifyingly smart.

No one noticed his arrival. On the far side of the room a long table held sandwiches and cakes. There were teacups and saucers beside a formidable silver urn. Now that Ali had arrived, fourteen people crowded the room, twelve students and their two tutors. Izzy was talking earnestly to a woman in a houndstooth blazer. Professor Anita Kumar-Hendricks, presumably. This was her room in the college, where she worked and took tutorials.

The other tutor was Dr. Anton Belsky. He’d conducted Ali’s phone interview and called to offer him a place at Cockbayne two weeks later. Ali had been shocked. Surely he’d blown his chance when he mentioned Vladimir Nabokov and Dr. Belsky corrected his pronunciation—of both parts of the Russian writer’s name. Apparently, Oxford dons got to handpick their own students. And after their uncomfortable phone conversation, the fact that Dr. Belsky had actually chosen Ali was jaw-dropping.

Anton Belsky looked younger than his voice suggested. How old was he, thirty? He was a head shorter than the student in his company, a girl of average height who seemed nervous but enthralled to be chatting with an Oxford don. Belsky looked bored and distracted in his current conversation, his attention seeking its prey elsewhere.

“Can I grab you some tea?” said Victor.

“Sure, why not?” said Ali, following him to the table. Victor poured him a cup.

“How much milk do I add?” Ali asked. “I’ve never drunk hot tea in my life.”

“Really?” said Victor. “Good for you.”

“How much do you like?” Ali asked, half offering the teacup, as if Victor might take over.

“I don’t,” said Victor. “Get that away from me. It’s total pish.”

“Pish?”

“Aye, as in not very good.”

Ali poured a random quantity of milk from a jug.

“Izzy and Guy mentioned meeting you this morning,” said Victor.

“Yes, down by the river,” Ali replied.

“They said your roommate is one William Wynne-Goode.”

“Right.” Ali nodded. “You know him?”

“Absolutely not,” Victor snorted. “I’m fairly sure we live in two entirely different worlds. But look, I just wannae say, be careful around that guy.”

“Careful?” Ali frowned. “He seems pretty harmless. And you just admitted you don’t even know him.”

“True,” said Victor. “Like father, like son, right? His dad was at Cockbayne years ago. And then his son ends up at the exact same college. Ach, what are the chances, pal?”

“Okay, I hear you. But why does that mean I should be careful?”

“Have you heard of a dining club called the Saracens?”

“Sure,” said Ali, sensing he should keep his enthusiasm concealed. “Top hats, dinners, champagne parties, right?”

“Aye, all that pish. See, when Freddie Wynne-Goode came to Cockbayne, he joined the Saracens right away. Bought the expensive uniform, went to all their fancy affairs. Apparently, back then the Saracens had this party trick, opening champagne bottles with a cavalry sword. They even call it fuckn sabering. Anyway, one night, after a riotous dinner, they’re playing a game of dares in a college bar after closing time, a Saracens-only event. Except there’s some guy in there who’s not in the Saracens. But he’s blind drunk and passed out, so they leave him be. Long story short, the drunk guy wakes up in a daze, feeling this searing pain in his hand. Looks down. And then he sees a lot of blood where his forefinger used to be.”

“You’re kidding me!” Ali recoiled.

“Aye, it’s hilarious, right,” said Victor, deadpan. “The horseplay of the cavalry class. A jolly good jape, gents! Anyway, somehow, they pay off the drunk guy and everyone agrees to keep it under wraps. But the hospital informs the police. After that, they’re all dragged along to face the relevant authorities. Only none of them will snitch. So their colleges tell them they’re all getting chucked out. At which point, one of them steps forward and confesses to the crime—Randolph de Beaune, the future fourth Baron of Hoick.”

Ali blinked. “I’m still not seeing the point here.”

Victor chuckled. “Apparently, the real saber-swinger was Freddie Wynne-Goode. Randolph de Beaune took the fall for him. The guy’s gonnae be a baron, no matter what. He’s set to inherit three homes and become head of his family’s bank. Randolph didn’t need an Oxford degree. And behaving badly is a badge of pride among the aristocracy. Anyway, things just happen to work out pretty well for Randolph, our noble martyr. Freddie the Finger Chopper, who now owes Randolph a lifetime of favors, was going places. Notably the Houses of Parliament. And eventually, Chancellor of the Exchequer, the guy who controls the country’s purse strings. Funnily enough, while Freddie was in charge, the laws of the land tended to favor the rich, the privileged and certain private banks. Anyway, that’s me, end of story. I just thought you should know what sort of people you’re dealing with, pal.”

Ali paused to absorb the tale. “How do you even know all this?” he asked.

“I like to read up on topics that interest me. It’s a scandalous rumor from an unauthorized Freddie Wynne-Goode biography that got panned by the critics. Obviously all the Saracens present that night stuck together and denied the whole story, code of silence. But it sounds bang on to me.” Victor let out a light snort. “Take it from me, Ali, this country’s pure nonsense. You see Cockbayne? Six and a half out of ten students here went to ridiculously expensive schools paid for by their parents.”

“Six and a half?” Ali joked. “Who’s the half?”

“Well,” Victor laughed, “a bunch of the posh crowd are obviously the result of centuries of inbreeding. So presumably there’s someone at Cockbayne who was born without half his body. How’s your tea, by the way?”

“I’ll say this much,” Ali replied. “Hot tea tastes exactly like what it is. Decomposed vegetation.”

Victor seemed cheered by this. He was six inches shorter than Ali with dark wavy hair and almost translucently pale skin. His present cheeriness was nothing more than a slight upturn of the mouth. And yet, Ali could sense his approval like a pleasant scent drifting from a candle.

“Listen,” said Victor, “that’s me away. I need to step out for a fag . . .”

“Which I know means cigarette to you guys.”

“Aye, well done,” Victor nodded. “You wannae come with?”

“I don’t smoke,” said Ali.

“Good for you, pal. Back in five.”

As Victor left, gesturing to Guy, Ali desperately looked around the room for someone else to talk to. He picked up a sandwich from the nearest plate, small and triangular, made from white bread. He sniffed the filling, of which there was incredibly little. And yet, it smelled overwhelmingly of rancid fish.

Fortunately, someone tapped his arm. It was the young blonde woman who’d been chatting with Guy. She was smiling from the corner of her mouth.

“Hello there,” she said. “I’m Emma.”

“Ali!” Ali beamed. So now he’d met both Oldman-approved English students. What had Izzy said? Witty, wise and well-read.

“I heard a rumor,” said Emma, “that you’re thrillingly American.”

“American, sure,” Ali replied. “But thrilling? I try my best . . .”

Emma feigned shock. “Don’t tell me the Old men have been lying,” she said.

“So this gossip comes from Izzy and Guy? I wasn’t sure if it was them or my roommate. I swear he was born in the nineteenth century.”

“Not your type, then?” Emma tilted her head.

“Maybe it’s too early to tell.” Ali frowned guiltily. “We could still end up best buddies, right?”

Emma sighed, as if disappointed. “Unfortunately, I’m in the same boat. Let’s just pray it’s not the Titanic. Now, I’m not saying I actively dislike my roommate. I just wasn’t expecting to be paired with someone quite so furiously religious. After college she wants to wed herself to God. Permanently.”

By now, Ali had picked up on the mischief flavoring their conversation. “Ah, not a marriage of convenience, then,” he said.

The girl’s brow wrinkled briefly. “Absolutely not. This is true faith. Wimple, habit, silver cross . . .”

“Wow,” said Ali. “A real-life, red-blooded nun?”

“Apparently, she’s modeling herself on an eighth century English nun, Saint Walpurga, who helped convert the Germans to Christianity.”

“Right,” said Ali. “Is present-day Germany awaiting your roommate’s arrival?”

“It’s not readily apparent. And meanwhile, it is faintly troubling to be living with a would-be bride of Christ. I mean, it’s not as if I plan to be the total opposite of a saint while at college. But I would like the option of being able to do certain things without feeling—judged.”

“Totally fair,” said Ali. “And what’s your roommate’s name?”

“Good question,” said Emma. “Apparently, her parents named her Helen but she decided it sounded a little too pagan Greek. She’s recently changed to Mary. I say good for her. The mother of Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior? Why not aim high? I’m actually jealous. I wish I’d taken the opportunity to change my name before arriving here.”

“What’s wrong with Emma?”

“It’s a bit twee, don’t you think? Overly sentimental. You know, like thatched cottages, floral cardigans, that sort of thing.”

“I think Emma’s a great name,” said Ali. “I mean, good enough for Jane Austen, right?”

“And I love Jane with all my heart. But don’t you think her heroine is a bit spoiled? And a horrible snob. Plus, quite frankly, completely bat-shit delusional.”

“Okay, that’s fair. But the book Emma has a fascinatingly Proustian air, don’t you think? It’s definitely Austen’s best work.”

“Absolutely,” said Emma. “And this judgment of Emma’s Proustian greatness—is that your conclusion, Ali, or someone else’s?” Emma leaned forward, her nose ending in a sharp point.

Ali blinked, wondering if he could continue his bluff as Emma’s stare hardened. “Goddammit, you got me,” he said. “Honestly, I couldn’t get to the end of Pride and Prejudice let alone Emma. But in the library one time, I found some literary magazine with an article on Austen. I thought, I’m moving to England, I’d better read this. Man, am I ever gonna sneak anything past you?”

Emma paused and sniffed the air delicately. “Certainly not if we’re talking about the pungent item currently parked in your left hand. What on God’s green earth is that stench?”

“Oh, this?” Ali had forgotten he was holding the sandwich.

Emma recoiled. “I believe that’s one of our less popular British delicacies. Fish paste. Comes in glass jars, just like baby food.”

“Fish—paste?” said Ali.

“Yes, as in a one-time fish, of unknown variety, that’s been pounded into molecular submission. Doesn’t that sound delicious?”

At that moment, Izzy appeared, placing a hand on both their shoulders. Her black bob formed a striking contrast next to Emma’s blond hair, a similar shade to Ali’s own.

“Hello, friends,” said Izzy. “I positively knew you two would hit it off.”

“Right,” said Emma. “We bonded over nonspecific marine gruel.”

Izzy frowned. Ali lifted the sandwich toward her.

“Good Christ.” Izzy swayed back. “One whiff of that thing makes me grateful I’m a vegetarian.”

“You are?” said Ali. “Snap, me too!”

“Really?”

“Sure,” said Ali, hoping Izzy hadn’t spotted his awkward gulp. Whatever had made him say something so stupid? Okay, the answer was obvious. But now he had to follow through on the lie, a moral conversion as swift as Paul’s on the road to Damascus.

“In that case,” Izzy said, “you should have an egg and cress. They’re borderline edible.”

“Or you could try the beef and horseradish,” said Emma. “One bite and you’ll be certain there’s no beef. We can’t, however, make any promises regarding the horse.”

Ali returned the foul-smelling sandwich to the table, covering it with a napkin like a dead body. “Emma and I just bonded over the eccentricities of our roommates.”

“Mine aspires to the holy sisterhood,” Emma explained.

“Get thee to a nunnery!” said Ali.

Izzy narrowed her eyes. “Wait, I know that line. Get thee to a nunnery. Yes . . . it’s from Hamlet.”

“Is the correct answer,” said Ali. “One of my favorites. After King Lear.”

Emma scowled, the gesture apparently lighthearted but causing Ali to doubt himself. “Interesting. So you’re actually into the whole madness and tragedy thing?”

“Who wouldn’t be?” said Ali. “Come on, it’s Shakespeare.”

“I’m not wildly into Shakespeare.” Izzy frowned, her eyebrows the same almost-black as her hair.

“Burn the witch!” said Emma, gasping. “Actually, me neither,” she added.

“Obviously he’s the Bard,” said Izzy. “Which isn’t nothing. I just think there’s more interesting stuff out there in the world.”

“Completely agree.” Emma nodded.

“But come on,” said Ali. “We’re standing just thirty-six miles from William Shakespeare’s hometown, Stratford-upon-Avon. Isn’t that awesome?”

“Thirty-six?” said Emma. “That’s fabulously specific. Did you actually whip out a ruler and measure the distance on a map?”

“Possibly,” said Ali.

“That truly is tragic,” said Izzy.

Okay, so he and Izzy had had their first disagreement—over Shakespeare of all things. But he found that he liked being teased by Izzy as much as he enjoyed finding common ground, such as their mutual umm . . . meatlessness.

“That’s fine,” he said. “Then tell me which writers you love.”

“Virginia Woolf,” said Izzy, touching her breastbone.

“Ding ding,” said Emma. “I’m in the Woolf pack too, total fangirl crush. Can I also endorse—” Emma swallowed and blinked “—Sylvia Plath?”

“J’adore Sylvia,” said Izzy. “I read The Bell Jar all through the night. You know who else I can consume in one sitting, although I could do with a teeny bit less of the rampant testosterone? Papa Hemingway.”

“The man does craft a sentence like a punch to the gut.” Emma nodded.

“You both have dark souls,” said Ali. “The three writers you just mentioned all killed themselves!”

“Hmm . . .” said Izzy, touching her lips. “Well, how about Hunter S. Thompson? Old Hunter’s still very much alive and kicking.”

“Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas,” said Emma. “Five times,” she added, spreading her fingers. “And whenever I read it again, it’s all shiny and new.”

“Okay,” said Ali. “So apparently my tastes are pedestrian.”

“There’s nothing terminally wrong with the everyman choice,” said Emma, her lopsided smile returning. “Anyway, Ali, there must be someone else you like.”

“Vladimir Nabokov,” he said, carefully mimicking the way Dr. Belsky had said the name over the phone.

“Nice Russian accent,” said Izzy. “Fair enough, I’ll give you Vlad. Although Lolita’s a bit rapey!”

“And pedophiliac!” said Emma, wrinkling her nose.

“That’s a total misunderstanding,” said Ali. “Lolita’s a story about being imprisoned by dark thoughts—a disease, actually. Which means it’s really a novel about tyranny, that asks its audience whether they’re collaborators.”

“Is exactly what the male reader would conclude,” said Emma, giving Ali a sideways look.

“We can agree to disagree,” said Ali. “Anyway, Pale Fire’s my favorite Nabokov novel. Actually, it’s my favorite—period.”

“Ugh,” said Emma, pushing a blond strand from her brow. “I can’t even bring myself to look at it. The title makes me think of that god-awful band. I have to jam my fingers in my ears.”

“Gerry McCain.” Izzy laughed. “What a terrible old dinosaur, right? Wait, didn’t you say your surname’s McCain, Ali?”

“Big Brain McCain,” he replied, “is something none of my classmates ever called me!”

“Randy old Gel must have several hundred children out there in the world,” said Izzy. “Who knows, maybe you’re one of them.”

“Ha!” Ali laughed weakly. He reached for his teacup and sipped from it. Tea tasted even worse tepid than hot.

“That was an intensely odd reaction,” said Emma, her gaze now as sharp as her nose.

Ali looked over his shoulder, toward the window, as if something interesting was happening on Front Quad.

“Oh—my—God,” said Izzy. “Ali, you’re not, are you?”

“Maybe we could discuss something else,” said Ali.

This episode was already reminding him of an early incident at Applewood, his woeful misunderstanding of parental currency. Having noticed three popular classmates had notable parents—director of a Palme d’Or winning movie, a jazz trumpeter and a sculptor known for her phallic creations, Ali supposed that in Gel McCain he was holding an ace. Casually dropping his biological father’s name in front of a popular group of tenth-graders, Ali paused for adoration. But at that point, the conversation ground to a halt and the in-crowd drifted off. Peck P. MacNeil could be heard saying, I would definitely hang myself rather than admit that!

Feeling a light touch on his arm, Ali’s attention was dragged back from the window.

“I’m so sorry,” said Izzy. “How rude of me. But it’s only because my dad’s such a mega fan.”

“Mine too,” said Emma. “This is a clear case of transference, Ali, the result of pathetic teenage rebellion. Although, may I ask, how is it you’re an American?”

“My mom’s Texan,” Ali replied. “We moved back to the States after she split with Gerry. I haven’t seen my dad since before I was two. Not in real life anyway. Obviously there are videos and chat show appearances.”

“How hideous for you,” said Emma, touching the same spot on Ali’s arm where Izzy’s fingers had been. “You must let us make amends for our abysmal behavior. Drinks on us all night. What do you say, Izzy?”

“A hundred percent.” Izzy smiled. “What’s your poison, Ali?”

“I’ll tell you this much,” he said, eyeing his cup. “It’s never gonna be goddamned tea.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 6

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 8, 2019

 

 Brace oneself, comrade. Because our pristine campus is soon to host—the world really is an irredeemably vulgar place—

An electric rock and roll concert.

If music be the food of love, throw up.

Initially, your mentoring professor giggled at Professor Aftergut’s news. But the good man’s face remained straight several moments too long.

My goodness, I gulped, you truly mean it?

I do, Alan sighed.

And is it . . . ?

It is, Alan sighed again.

Ugh! I pictured Gel McCain despoiling the Great Lawn, his milky pyrotechnics spattering the Frances Lennon Rose Gallery, his coital howls dripping down the aisles of our Victorian chapel . . .

But we should pause, comrade, because surely you’re craving a certain commentator’s searing analysis of the latest chapter of Ali’s Adventures in Wonderland.

Ah, what? Did I just rebrand our story?

Yes, it has become clear to me that it is to Lewis Carroll’s fantastical tales of Alice that Black Milk’s writer owes a debt, the story clearly referencing—thieving from—her outings both in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass. I understood this right away from that opening epigram, naturally, but chose to say nothing. And obviously Ali-stair’s nickname chimes with the first three letters of the name Alice. But I was giving you the opportunity to leap down the intellectual rabbit hole and embark on your own voyage of discovery.

Now, let me state my cautious respect for our writer’s candor, in whose tale the arrant thievery persists. Lewis Carroll was an Oxford lecturer at Grace Chapel College and his Wonderland was a fantasy version of his academic life. Therefore, I suppose the theft is a gentle one and the parallels perfectly apropos.

To begin with—the symbolism is hardly subtle—Ali’s jet plane was his transformative rabbit hole. I picture the young American—blond!—at thirty thousand feet, his eyes following a puffball cumulus closely resembling White Rabbit’s tail. Next, the half-wit touched down in a strange fantasy kingdom. And before long, he was meeting some curious characters—at a tea party, no less!

One wonders when a duchess will appear? How about a hatter? Tweedledum and Tweedledee were painfully obvious. Their green bottle may as well have had the words DRINK ME scratched into its glass. But best of all, do you remember the Queen of Hearts with her delightfully shrill catchphrase?

Off with his head!

Haaa! Poor Ali. It almost came to that, remember?

Anyway, back to Aftergut, who was clearly distressed at being the bearer of such toxically unbearable news.

Professor Aftergut, let me promise you, I snapped, if Gerald McCain is permitted to amplify his brand of promiscuous blues across these hallowed grounds . . . I shall resign my tenure.

Professor Goodwin, take that back! Alan exclaimed.

No, no, henceforth, call me Bill, I responded. If I am to live amongst the proles and peasants, plain old Bill it shall be.

 
  

 One feels you tugging at your professor’s sleeve, comrade, urging him to speculate upon the identity of our Mystery Sender. But I am not of your ilk. A true connoisseur should never attempt to guess at plot twists before their creator unfurls them.

However, there is one cast member of Black Milk who patently cannot be mailing us the tale. And unless you were dropped on your head as a child, you must be perfectly aware who this individual is. A certain American gentleman . . .

And why would this gentleman be the only person who cannot be our Mystery Sender?

The answer is blindingly obvious.

And yet!

If a certain American cannot be our Mystery Sender, you might ask yourself why anyone should believe the tale. Please allow your professor to assist you with that excellent thought.

Alistair McCain kept a diary at Oxford, a document that filled the pages of several notebooks. And how does one know this? Again, blindingly obvious. The diary’s existence was established by your professor’s very own eyes.

Now, might Ali rather grandly have called his pathetic scribblings a memoir? Certainly. Is it possible he possessed artistic aspirations? Undoubtedly. Did he believe his youthful observations of the world to have literary merit? Hilariously, yes.

But does one know into whose hands Alistair’s manuscript fell?

One does not.

Comrade, we are both being kept in the dark.

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 10, 2019

 

 A perfect summer’s day. The play of light and shadow reminds me of afternoons in golden Tangier, back in the days when your guide was a world traveler, an explorer extraordinaire.

After another two-day gap, my cubby was blessed this morning. Our fourth package sits in my lap. Resting my fingers on our latest installment, I take a soothing breath. Is your mentor actually beginning to enjoy the Alice-ian tale? It is certainly having an effect on me, one that I find difficult to express.

When it comes to Black Milk’s literary territory, obviously we’ve all been here many times before. Academic setting, close group of friends, a tragedy that will tear lives apart. Ding ding ding.

Yesterday I would have said so far, so yawn. However, comrade, if this is the sort of dark reading matter that gets your juices flowing, so be it. I am no longer interested in questioning your juices.

My fingers tap the unopened package. And I realize something. I am saving it for later. Because if I open it too soon, it will be over too soon.

And do I really want the dust of all these years to settle so quickly? No, comrade. Not right away, I truly don’t.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 7

 
 There were two bathrooms, one male and one female, in the half basement of Henry Tudor Tower. Having showered, Ali headed upstairs, rubbing his hair with a towel. Everyone had agreed to gather at five-thirty in Ali’s room before heading to the Beer Cellar.

He turned on William’s radio. “Smells Like Teen Spirit” by Nirvana was playing. Ali raised the volume and went to his bedroom. What sort of outfit might impress Izzy? This morning she’d been wrapped in a coat that looked like leopard skin—although it presumably wasn’t, Izzy being vegetarian. What was he going to do about his own abrupt conversion? Perhaps Ali could eat meat whenever Izzy wasn’t around. Could vegetarians smell meat on someone’s breath?

Taking a cue from the radio, he pulled out jeans and a T-shirt, the one with Kurt Cobain looking off pensively, his lifespan printed below, 1967-1994. Another musician dead at twenty-seven. Janis Joplin, Jim Morrison, Brian Jones, Jimi Hendrix . . .

Digging through his luggage, Ali found the fuzzy cardigan he’d bought because it reminded him of the one Kurt was wearing when he played MTV Unplugged. He slipped it on, then remembered they’d be dining in the Great Hall later on, where black gowns were compulsory. Ali’s gown had been purchased by phone, mailed to his home in the Hollywood Hills. He pulled it from his luggage and held it up, an odd sleeveless garment like an overlong buttonless waistcoat. According to Guy, some colleges also required men to wear a shirt and tie for dining in hall—but fortunately not Cockbayne.

Stepping into the living room, Ali was momentarily startled. His roommate had returned and was sitting in an armchair, wearing a charcoal pinstripe suit and grimacing, another Nirvana track erupting from the radio. Ali moved to switch it off.

“No, do leave it on,” said William, gripping the chair’s arms.

Ali lowered the volume. “I’m sorry. I know it’s not my radio. You don’t mind?”

“Why would I? I’m not some kind of monster, Alistair. Anyway, this is most educational. Extraordinary. I’ve never . . . What the devil is this savage howling?”

“ ‘Territorial Pissings,’ by Nirvana.”

“Territorial . . . ? Goodness me. Someone in addition to myself appears to be in torrents of pain.”

“Well, the singer actually died this year.”

“Yes, I can hear him expiring right now.”

“Kurt Cobain.”

“Never heard of the chap.”

Ali pointed to the face on his T-shirt and William squinted.

“Odd fellow,” said William. “Looks like a girl with a scruffy beard. And excuse me for noticing, Ali, but Mr. Cobain appears to possess desperately melancholic eyes. Did he happen to foresee his own demise?”

“You could say that.” Ali scratched the side of his neck. “He killed himself with a shotgun.”

“How very drastic,” said William. “Of course, one should make the point that, theologically, suicide is . . .”

Mercifully, their conversation was interrupted by a knock on the door.

“I invited some friends over,” said Ali. “Hope that’s okay.”

“Again, what kind of villain do you take me for?” William unfolded a newspaper broad enough to stretch beyond the arms of his chair.

Ali opened the door, Izzy toppling into the room laughing. “Sorry,” she said. “We might be a teeny bit high.”

“Not me,” said Emma, following Izzy inside. “Well, high on my dreamy new life, naturally.”

Guy stood leaning in the doorway. “I found the absolute best dealer on the Cowley Road. I’ll hook you up if you like.”

“You found a dealer—on your second day here?” said Ali.

Guy shrugged as he, Izzy and Emma moved toward the sofa. They sat down opposite William, who was already immersed in the guts of his colossal newspaper.

Izzy leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “I’m Izzy,” she said.

“Will-i-am,” said William.

“I’m Emma. And this is Guy.”

William’s eyeballs bounced twice and then quickly recentered.

“I couldn’t help but notice,” said Izzy. “On the room board. Your surname, William. It’s Wynne-Goode, yes?”

William closed his eyes. “Apologies,” he said. “I really can’t concentrate right now. Whatever is this latest refrain?”

“ ‘Supersonic,’ ” said Izzy.

William looked confused.

“By Oasis?” Izzy added.

William’s puzzlement was undimmed. “First Nirvana. And now Oasis. I suppose irony is much in vogue when it comes to naming rock and roll music bands these days.”

Ali stepped across the room to extinguish the noise.

“Thank you, Alistair,” said William, pinching the bridge of his nose. “I think we’ve stretched my education to its breaking point. But anyway—” he turned back to Izzy “—as for my name, I imagine you’re inquiring whether I’m related to Sir Frederick. The answer is yes, he’s my father.”

Guy, posing serenely at the sofa’s end, slid a box of cigarettes from his shirt pocket. “Do you mind, William?”

“I do, alas. I was careful to specify a nonsmoker on my room questionnaire.”

“No problem,” said Guy, drifting over to the bay windows. After pushing one of them open no more than a crack, he took a step back.

“It won’t budge any farther,” William called out. “Antisuicide measures. Personally, I believe the defacement of fifteenth century architecture is a disgrace. But now every high window in Cockbayne has been adorned with obstructing metal bars. One of the students at Pitt College threw himself from a tower three years ago, the second suicide in recent history. Same tower as well. Apparently, the college wags at Pitt call the structure Loser’s Leap. Anyway, now we must all be protected from acts of wanton self-destruction.”

“But we’re allowed up the bell tower!” said Emma.

“Indeed,” said William. “Maybe the lengthy climb provides time for sober reflection. In any case, one must request the key to the belfry from the porters. Perhaps they’ve been trained in the psychology of would-be jumpers.”

“I’m studying psychology, as it happens,” said Guy, returning to the sofa.

Ali frowned at the lie but Guy didn’t notice.

“Really?” said William. “Then please indulge me, Guy—this is a line I’ve employed winningly in several debates. Tell me, what is the definition of a Freudian slip?”

Guy shrugged coolly.

“Saying one thing when you mean your mother!” said William. He held his laughter inside but soon his newspaper was shaking.

Emma rested her chin on her fist. “I’m thrilled we’ve pivoted so quickly from suicide to witticisms.”

William’s newspaper started to shake twice as hard. “Quite so, Emma, quite so. But where was I? Right, those disfiguring metal bars. Ugh, to be brutally frank, I’m not sure the regrettable actions of a Pitt man should have any effect upon life in Cockbayne.”

“I really can’t wait to hear this explanation,” said Emma.

“Well, they do have rather a communistic reputation at Pitt,” said William. “And naturally there’s a reason the Berlin Wall fell five years ago. I’d say our East German comrades were seeking a dash of fun as much as they were the glorious freedom of the West. The left always carries with it a strong whiff of dreariness, don’t you think? Anyway . . .” William folded his newspaper and stood to leave. “I shouldn’t intrude upon you good people any longer. Dinner with school chums, some friends from . . . Well, it matters not.”

“No,” said Emma. “Please go on. Your school friends are from . . . ?”

“From Fenchurch.” William nodded. “My alma mater.”

“An Old Ecclesiast.” Emma smiled. “Hand on heart, William, I never would’ve guessed.”

 
  

 Making their way to the Beer Cellar, they joked about William, the four of them ordering pints before heading up a worn set of stone steps to an outdoor terrace. Guy found an empty table flanking the ancient bridge and they sipped their drinks beside the river. An hour later, it was time to head to the Great Hall for dinner.

Everyone lined up to be served buffet-style in a nook called the Buttery. The dinner line, bodies in black gowns, swayed forward like a dark snake, the hiss of the crowd skimming across flagstones and spilling into the Cloister.

When Ali reached the Buttery, he pointed to the only bland meatless options available, mashed potatoes and some kind of lentil stew curdling beneath heat lamps. The spooned food landed on his plate with a soft plop, a pair of tongs adding a limp cluster of green beans to his dinner tray.

And yet, faced with the grandeur of the Great Hall, he forgot about the unappetizing food on his plate. The space resembled a church, with stained-glass windows, a lofty ceiling and a network of beams like a galleon’s inverted hull.

Ali slid onto a bench next to Guy, while Izzy and Emma took the seats opposite.

“Wow,” said Ali. “Isn’t this something?”

“Ali, you’re really quite refreshing,” said Emma.

“How’s that?”

“People in this country consider excitement rather sordid,” said Emma. “Something more appropriate for the circus.”

“You’re telling me there won’t be clowns?” joked Ali.

Right on cue, the dons began to file in through a door that had opened up in the wood paneling.

The four of them started to laugh. Ali noticed Anton Belsky, his diminutive frame overwhelmed by academic robes.

“What goes on behind the rabbit hole?” Ali asked, nodding toward the door, which was now closed and almost invisible.

“There’s a special room with snacks,” said Guy. “They all get pissed up on sherry from the college cellar so they can bear to be surrounded by the likes of us.”

“Snacks?” said Emma, with mock indignation. “I think you mean canapés, my good man. This isn’t Cambridge!”

The walls of the hall were hung with gold-framed portraits of long-dead grandees. Men wearing breeches, stockings and George Washington wigs. Women in ruffs the size of Thanksgiving platters.

Someone banged a stick against the floorboards three times and everyone rose to their feet. At a lectern near high table, where the dons were seated, a student in a fur-trimmed gown read grace in Latin. Everyone sat down. Now they were permitted to eat.

 
  

 When they returned to the Beer Cellar, the vibe had shifted. Voices were louder, the smoke thicker and bodies packed tighter. A ring of men was gathered around the smallest billiard table Ali had ever seen, opponents firing a cue ball at red and yellow targets. As they stepped through the crowd, everyone recognized Izzy and Guy, raising welcoming hands as the group found the last free table. The stone arches supporting the ceiling glowed like honeycomb in the dim light.

Emma bought drinks. Izzy swayed to the music.

“Marks out of ten for dinner?” said Guy from his seat.

“Zero!” Izzy grinned.

“Way more than generous,” said Emma.

“I’ll give it a half point,” said Guy. “But only so everyone will think me immensely generous. How about you, Ali?”

“A six,” he responded.

The table laughed in delight. Ali spotted Victor ordering at the bar and waved.

“Honestly,” said Emma. “You’re deliberately making the rest of us look awful! Be a good sport, Ali, tell the truth.”

“Sure, the food wasn’t good,” he replied, enjoying his newly assigned role. “But the atmosphere lifted it. And the company lifted it. Actually, I should’ve said seven,” he laughed.

“Oh, God, I’m terrified Ali’s going to turn me into a good person,” Izzy wailed. “I’m not philosophically against the idea. But I hoped I might get a few years being bad. Or some time in the gray zone, at least.”

Ali grinned mischievously. “Izzy, you are a good person!”

“See!” Izzy complained, sitting back up. “Captain California doesn’t stop. He’s relentless. Like the march of capitalism.”

“Ach, I bloody hope not,” said Victor, sliding onto an unoccupied stool. “But if the fall of the Berlin Wall means the end of history, apparently we’re stuck with free-market capitalism forever. Does that mean when they write about our recent history in a hundred years’ time, everything will be illustrated with kittens and balloons? What a load of pish. I don’t fuckn think so.”

“Ugh, history students are vampires,” said Emma. “They pretend they’re learning from the past. But you could stop at the Greeks. All the best lessons have been available for two thousand years. Which means studying history smacks of bloodlust, if you ask me.”

“In that case,” said Izzy, raising her drink, “here’s to reading English.”

“To English,” everyone joined in, thrusting their glasses high.

 
  

 His first night in the bar turned steadily wilder, the table of English students becoming a hub of sorts, bodies flying in and out of their circle of friendship.

As the jukebox got louder, a layer of smoke blanketed the cellar. The air reminded Ali of an image of Gerry McCain snapped in 1975. Downtown LA was little more than a brown haze behind his father, the necks of skyscrapers straining to escape the smog. Perhaps the photograph had been taken on the same day his mother and father had hooked up, Ali conceived beneath an immense cloud.

Two medical students called Sarah and Jon stopped by. The story of why Jon was studying medicine came up. When Jon was a helpless seven-year-old, his father died in front of him, a heart attack. Victor offered him a consolatory cigarette, which Jon accepted.

Ali silently tried to identify every song that came on the jukebox. Blur, Elastica, Manic Street Preachers. When the Cranberries song “Zombie” came on, everyone jumped up and sang along—except for Victor, who remained seated, shaking his head. Ali bent down to ask him what was wrong.

“Do you understand the meaning of this song?” said Victor. “It’s about two wee boys blown up by the IRA. Sorry, pal, I don’t think I can sing along to that.”

Zoh-hom-bie, zoh-hom-bie, zoh-hom-bie-ay-ay-ay-oh . . .

Now Ali found he couldn’t sing along, either.

Drink followed drink followed drink, until it became difficult to stand. Harder to speak. And yet, somehow, Ali was dancing, Izzy at his side, Emma steadying him when he almost fell, Guy’s lips launching smoke rings into the air, Victor carrying pint glasses three at a time, new coins pressed tight in Ali’s hand, the sound of metal dropping into a slot, chunk . . . The rest of his night was a black hole, Ali throwing himself willingly into its void.

 
  

 Ali had been in England eleven days. The fun of unearthing a new life had come to an end. Time to begin the hard work.

It was ten minutes before noon, Ali ten minutes early for his first ever tute—another piece of arcane Oxford terminology. While lectures were actually called lectures—he had attended several already—classes were known as tutorials or tutes. Once or twice a week, Oxford students had to sit in a professor’s room, essay in hand, with only one fellow student for company.

Their professor, an expert on the topic at hand, would choose one of them to read their work out loud. And then, for the rest of the hour, the three people in the room would engage in critique, discussion and intellectual debate. Clearly there was nowhere to hide in this system, and Ali wondered, only half-jokingly, whether his acting ability might be called upon. How convincing were his fainting skills?

Then there were the oddly named terms. First came Michaelmas, whose opening syllables rhymed with nickel, then Hilary and Trinity, each eight weeks long. On the transatlantic flight, Ali had run through his self-test questions all over again. What is your formal beginning to Oxford life called? Matriculation. What does it entail? A ceremony in the Oxonian Theatre, which has hosted a grand total of zero plays in its three-hundred-year history. How do you dress for matriculation? Men wear a dark suit, white shirt, white bow tie, black gown and mortarboard cap, which must be removed indoors! Good, but what’s the outfit’s name? Subfusc! When else must you wear subfusc? Degree ceremonies and university exams, whether written or oral! An oral exam being known as? A viva. What are first-year exams called? Prelims for English. But Mods for some other courses. And your college exams? Collections! What is rustication? Temporary suspension from your college. And what does being sent down entail? Complete expulsion from the university. Will you be studying English literature? No, I will be reading English. Who is Don? I think you mean a don? He or she is an Oxford professor. And finally, doesn’t this all sound terrifying? I’ll get back to you later.

Across the lawn, the Cloister was lapping up the sun, naked wisteria vines clinging to the walls. In Ali’s handbook there were photographs of Cockbayne’s wisteria fully in bloom, wild purple flowers set against yellow sandstone. The wisteria blossomed in May, a caption noted. Ms. Rochester’s husband, Charlie, had mentioned something about its heavenly scent filling the Cloister in springtime.

But while the wisteria’s perfume would linger in Cockbayne until the end of May, Ali sadly would not.

He was unaware of this, however, and planning on a full three years of Oxford education, Ali’s transformation from fresher into fully accepted insider. He had already bought himself the Cockbayne College scarf, currently wrapped around his neck and working its inclusive magic. The scarf bore stripes that ran lengthwise—black, white and red—the combination making Ali think of the alternative punchline to an age-old joke. What’s black and white and red all over? A nun falling down the stairs.

Five minutes now until the start of his first tute, three people in a room. Ali, Victor and Dr. Anton Belsky.

He looked at the sheets of paper in his hand, the essay he’d worked on for three intensive days. Which of them, he or Victor, would Dr. Belsky call upon to read? And how would Ali hold up in the ensuing intellectual debate?

Today’s topic? What does Beowulf teach us about fear of the Other? So they were addressing fear in their very first week. Dr. Belsky’s idea of a joke, perhaps.

A week earlier, the evening after Ali’s first night in the bar, he had spotted Victor perched on a bench outside the Small House, dragging nervously on a cigarette.

“Anything wrong?” Ali slid onto the bench.

“Aye, I’m eighteen,” said Victor.

“Snap,” said Ali. “What’s the problem?”

“Well, three months ago I was a schoolboy,” said Victor. “And next week, eighteen-year-old me will sit in a room with you and . . . oh, right, a world expert on Anglo-Saxon literature. At which point, allegedly, I’ll tell this expert what I think about fear of the Other in the Anglo-Saxon epic Beowulf. Aye, no problem. Easy-peasy, pal. Do you not find that ridiculously terrifying?”

Ali let out a sigh. “Man, I thought it was just me. For weeks I’ve been having stress dreams. Like, I’m up for this role in a play. But I’m late and I can’t find the audition room. So I’m trying to run—and I can’t even walk.”

“I had one where all my teeth fell out,” said Victor. “Ahhhnd I’m naked.”

“Does everyone feel like this?”

“Nope,” said Victor, stubbing his cigarette in the gravel. “I’d say only three and a half out of ten students at Cockbayne feel terrified.”

“Which leaves six and a half . . .”

“Which leaves six and a half, aye, the ones who went to Eton, Harrow, Fenchurch . . . Look, I hate sounding like a broken record, pal, it’s just the truth. All the scions of the wealthy and influential are taught in their exclusive schools that they’re destined for great wealth and influence. They fill them to the brim with the confidence to stroll into the corridors of power and snatch up whatever takes their fancy. Have you not noticed? Fuckn privileged pricks. The way they stand, they breathe . . . even the way they hold their hands in their pockets.”

“They’re not all like that,” said Ali.

“True.” Victor nodded. “In which case, what proportion would you say have that master-of-the-universe demeanor? About half? Maybe two-thirds? How about your roommate, Ali? You see, if anyone asked me where I see myself in forty years, I’ll be honest. Back home in Glasgow, in the pub, handing my lighter to some old fella cheering the horses on TV, me wondering where everything went wrong. How about your roommate? Where does William see himself in forty years?”

Ali looked up at Henry Tudor Tower, the top floor windows all dark. William was out that night, dining at the Union with one of its former presidents. Ali rubbed the back of his ear.

“British Prime Minister,” he said.

“Absolutely,” said Victor, fishing a cigarette from his pack.

“But make it thirty years,” said Ali.

“Spot-on, pal,” said Victor, sparking up. “So here’s my conclusion. You and me need to stick together. Four days’ time, our tutorial with Dr. Belsky? I’ve got your back all the way, pal, okay?”

“That’s a deal, friend.” Ali nodded. “Anyway, how hard can it be to study Beowulf? It’s just Old English, right?”

Victor’s eyes moved hesitantly back and forth.

“Wait, what does that mean?” said Ali.

“You’ve not come across Beowulf?” Victor asked.

“When I was fifteen, I switched schools,” said Ali. “Somehow, I missed Beowulf in the transition. Landed smack bang in the middle of Shakespeare, Milton and Dante.”

“And you’ve not cracked open anything on our Beowulf reading list yet?”

“There’s been so much going on,” said Ali.

“Look, I don’t want to scare you, big man, but it’s a lot like reading Latin. Or maybe worse. Anglo-Saxon’s got a whole bunch of different letters. Honestly, it’s more like cracking a code than reading. But don’t worry,” Victor continued, apparently noticing the destabilizing effect of his words. “We’ve got loads of translations and essays to consult. Actually, do you know who wrote some of the most important stuff on Beowulf? I’ll give you a wee clue. His initials are J, R, R.”

“Tolkien? As in hobbits and rings?”

“Aye, all that pish,” said Victor. “He was a professor here at Oxford, ripped half his Middle Earth garbage from Beowulf. You see his dragon, right? In Beowulf, someone steals a golden cup from his treasure. Result? Dragon gets dead angry, embarks on a fiery rampage. So what does Tolkien do in The Hobbit? Has his wee man Bilbo nab a golden cup from Smaug. Result? Dead angry dragon embarks on a fiery rampage. Just wait. You’ll spot a bunch of that nonsense in Beowulf. Orcs, elves, Gollum, all that pish.” Victor blew a stream of smoke, its gray cloud blooming and vanishing.

“Wait, you’ve started working on Beowulf already?” said Ali, thinking about the fact that their first week at Oxford was called Freshers Week, a time for settling in, no work demanded of new students.

“No, pal. I read it a while back. Think I was twelve. Ach, I was probably just bored. Anyway, can I ask you something serious?”

“Fire away.”

Victor hesitated before finally speaking. “What’s the deal with your dad, Ali?”

“Who told you?” He felt momentarily betrayed. Was it Emma or Izzy?

Victor frowned. “It was you, big man. Someone must’ve put a whole Best of the Seventies album on the jukebox last night. When Black Milk came on, you leaned over and told me yourself.”

“Man, I don’t even remember.” Had he said anything too revealing to anyone else? “The end of last night is a complete black hole,” he added. What if Ali had said something stupid to Izzy?

“Aye, you were pretty steamin there, pal. And look, tell me to shut the fuck up if you like but you looked like you were in pain.”

Ali took a deep breath, closing his eyes briefly. “Pain’s as good a summary as any.”

“Ach, it must be that hard. I’m sorry it happened, pal, especially so young . . . Sorry, but I know all about your parents’ divorce. I’ve read three or four books about your dad and his band.”

“You have?”

“Aye, I like their music.”

“No one born after 1970 likes The Pale Fires. Aren’t they—uncool?”

“I don’t really care,” said Victor. “I’ve never been into cool things or the shite other people seem to enjoy. Anyway, when’s the last time you saw your old man?”

“I was eighteen months, three weeks and one day old,” said Ali. “And I don’t have a single memory of any of it.”

“Sounds horrific,” said Victor. “And he hasn’t made any contact since he upped and fucked off?”

“Zero.”

“That’s pure shite.” Victor shook his head bitterly. “So I’m guessing you’re here because you want to see him, right?”

“That’s part of it, I guess.”

“Doesn’t he own some huge mansion up the road?”

“He does,” said Ali. “But don’t worry. I don’t have any great expectations.”

Victor took a thoughtful drag of his cigarette. “You just need to scratch the itch, pal. Is that it?”

“Aye, that’s about it,” said Ali.

Victor blinked hard. “Oh deary me. Don’t tell me you were trying to do my Scottish accent there, big man.”

“Absolutely not, pal,” said Ali. “Ahm sure if ah tried, it’d be pure shite,” he added, before reverting to his own voice. “How was that?”

Victor sucked the last of the smoke from his cigarette. “Actually, not bad at all. But see,” he laughed and stubbed out the cigarette, “you ever do that again in front of me, Ali, I’m gonnae have to batter the pure life out of you.”

Ali started laughing as well. “Funny you should say that. I recently heard about something called a Glasgow kiss.”

“That’s right.” Victor smiled. “And I’m starting to feel ridiculously romantic.”

And now it was one minute to noon, sixty seconds before Ali’s first ever tute. Victor was making his way around the Cloister, puffs of smoke issuing from arched openings, the sound of boots against flagstones moving steadily clockwise.

Victor’s cigarette was no more by the time he appeared at Ali’s shoulder.

“Shall we get this nonsense over and done with?” he said. They turned to face Staircase One, Dr. Anton Belsky’s room located on its middle floor, Victor making the sign of the cross before he trotted up the stairs.

 
  

 “I think we actually got away with that,” said Victor an hour later, exiting the staircase and stepping into the Cloister.

“Got away with it?” said Ali. “Man, you killed it in there, Victor the Victorious!”

“Ach, I was just making up shite as I went along. Shall we celebrate our survival, big man? I’ve got some cheap whiskey in my room.”

“It’s one o’clock,” said Ali, flashing his wristwatch.

“Your point being . . . ?” said Victor. “Come on, I need to thank you for having my back throughout that ridiculously surreal episode.”

“You didn’t need my help at all,” said Ali. “Let’s be honest, Victor, you were carrying me on your back up there.”

“Pish. What about when you supported my Gatsby point?”

“Sure, I nodded along. Although I had no idea where it fits into Beowulf. Plus, I made the sound mmm-hmm. None of this makes me the Clark to your Lewis. I swear Dr. Belsky was hugely impressed by you.”

“Now you can really shut the fuck up,” said Victor, stopping and pointing to Staircase Seven. “This is me.”

“Staircase Seven,” said Ali. “Same as Izzy.”

“Aye, but she’s never in her room. Always off with her twin, you know.” Victor pushed a key into a door on the ground floor.

“Except they’re not twins,” said Ali. “There’s a whole year between them.”

“Are you sure?” said Victor, turning and frowning as the door swung open.

“Definitely. They told me as much.”

“If you say so,” said Victor, stepping into his room.

Victor’s living room was smaller than Ali’s—and unshared, apparently, with only one bedroom door in the near wall. Stepping into it, Ali gasped. All of the space was taken up with books, every shelf stuffed with hardcovers and paperbacks. There were towers of books piled high, both on the floor and Victor’s desk.

“Wow,” said Ali. “Your parents must have one helluva big car.”

Victor narrowed his eyes.

“To move all these books,” said Ali.

“My mum takes the bus everywhere,” said Victor. “She’s never even driven a car, let alone owned one.” He lifted several books from the armchair, making space for Ali. “I came down on the coach,” he explained, opening a desk drawer and pulling out a bottle.

“Then how did you get all these books here?” Ali asked.

“Two massive suitcases and one giant rucksack. I swear, pal, everything was that heavy, one more pamphlet in the rucksack, I’d have fallen backwards and been pinned to the pavement for life.”

Ali looked around, awestruck by the weight of all the ink in the room. “And you’ve read all these?” he said.

“These are mostly my to-reads. Everything I’ve ever finished is back in a Glasgow library.” Victor found two glasses, wiped one with his sleeve and poured a whiskey for Ali. “These books are all from the library as well.” Victor poured himself a drink too. “You’re only allowed six at a time. But the head librarian, Mrs. Wilson, took a shine to me.”

“How many books do you read in a week?” Ali wondered.

“I don’t know.” Victor shrugged. “One a day. Sometimes two. I don’t sleep ever so well.”

“And what are you reading right now?”

Victor picked up a book and flashed the cover to Ali. “It’s about these six American Classics students,” he said, “taking some class with a creepy professor. They head into the woods and get up to all sorts—bacchanals and some violent shite and nonsense. It’s dead good. Oh, and there are these twins who’ve got this incestuous thing going on between them. Aye, they remind me of Izzy and Guy.”

“What?” said Ali. “Come on, that’s not cool, Victor.”

“You mean you don’t think they’re a bit . . . ?”

“Christ, no,” said Ali. “Anyway, I just told you, they’re not twins.”

“That’s right.” Victor shrugged. “You set me straight on that one. Anyway, let’s get back to important matters. Here’s to you, pal.” Victor raised his glass.

 
  

 After Ali left Victor’s room, the whiskey still lingering, he replayed the scene of his first ever Oxford tute in his head. The curious experience had already taken on a hazy, dreamlike quality.

Their tutor, Dr. Anton Belsky, had been sitting in a vast leather armchair. He was an exceedingly odd little man. Surrounded by so much upholstery, his face, which was round and shiny, seemed to shrink.

The green armchair was positioned next to a fireplace with a flag pinned to its chimney breast. The flag was white with a red stripe. The English flag was the same two colors—but instead of a stripe, it boasted a red cross. Perhaps Belsky’s flag was ancestral. He did sound grand, with one of the most refined English accents Ali had heard.

Also on the wall behind Belsky was a shield. Its coat of arms bore a knight in armor mounted on a white charger, the warrior’s broadsword raised overhead.

To Ali’s great relief, Victor was chosen to read. Belsky hoisted himself up in the armchair to cross his legs beneath him, remaining in this position until Victor reached his conclusion. He seemed enthused by everything Victor was saying but less keen about Ali’s contributions. At one point Belsky appeared to aim a barb at him.

“Well, naturally this is Old English,” he said, turning to Ali. “One wonders how it might have been rendered in Old American. Yee-haw, Beowulf cried. Grendel, I’m gonna shoot you dead with mah Winchester rifle. Would you care to reflect, Ali, on the nature of the Anglo-Saxon language?”

“Umm . . .” Ali exhaled and then froze, his hesitation lodged in his throat. Just as his discomfort became painful, Victor stepped in.

“Aye, it’s funny you mentioning America, Dr. Belsky. Several times in Beowulf, I had odd flashes of The Great Gatsby. Two great works written a thousand-plus years apart. But they both address glory. And gold, in a sense. Plus, there’s change, especially the passage of time. At one point, I thought about Gatsby’s famous last line. So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past. Ach, then I realized it was maybe just the boats, what with there being that funeral boat early in Beowulf. I was being a wee bit too literal. Anyway, I’m going way off script. Sorry about that.”

“Victor, don’t ever apologize,” said Anton Belsky. “We needn’t stick to any sort of tired script. This room should represent an amusement park of the mind, a literary fairground. We are free to choose whichever ride we prefer.”

“Well then, more interesting than the boats’ similarities is their differences. The imagery in Gatsby is about being unable to escape your past—your class, crucially, but also dreams of an idealized past that never truly existed. But in Beowulf it’s about being unable to escape your future. The funeral boat foreshadows Beowulf’s fate, his journey by sea to claim gold and glory. But most importantly, when it comes to inescapable futures, it foreshadows the ending. The poem Beowulf, rammed full of symmetry, starts with a funeral and ends with one as well. The symbolism of the boat suggests you should live a life of glory because your future’s already written. In other words, every life ends in death.”

“Splendid,” said Dr. Belsky. “You may have trumped up your charges, Victor, not that I have any problem with youthful exuberance. But I admire the well-charted course of your mild erroneousness. Obviously a boat is never just a boat.”

“Aye, and a whale is never just a whale,” Victor replied.

“Call me Ishmael,” Belsky chuckled.

Aha, Moby-Dick! Ali thought. And then he came up with something smart to contribute on the topic of symbolism. But by the time he felt brave enough to open his mouth, the words had dissolved.

 
  

 Guy and Izzy were at the largest table in the Beer Cellar when Ali arrived an hour before dinner.

The whiskey in Victor’s room, which had turned into several glasses, was still stretching his mind in odd and disparate directions, so Ali sat down without ordering a drink.

“Good evening, Ali,” Izzy greeted him. “How was our first encounter with the Beast of Belsky?”

“A goddam disaster—for me, at least.” Ali ran a hand through his hair. “But Victor plain crushed it. I think he might be an actual genius.”

“It took you this long to work that out?” said Guy. “You know he comes from Possilpark, right?”

“I thought he was from Glasgow?”

“That’s a part of Glasgow,” said Izzy.

“Really famous,” said Guy, “if you’re desperate to score some heroin.”

Izzy sighed. “I imagine the average number of Possilpark pupils who end up in Oxford is vanishingly small,” she said. “His mother cooks school dinners—not a famously high-paying job.”

“What about his dad?”

Izzy and Guy shrugged. “Pretty sure he’s never been in the picture,” said Guy.

Ali recalled their conversation, Victor sympathizing with him about Gerry’s absence from his life.

“Does he have a stepfather?” said Ali.

“No, I think it’s just his mum,” said Izzy, “and three brothers, of which Victor’s the youngest. Apparently, if that wasn’t the case, he could never have come to Oxford. Says his oldest brother is twice as clever—but had to leave school at sixteen and get a job to help out the family.”

“The other night he was sympathizing with me about my dad,” said Ali. “Shit, I never even asked him about his family.”

“Don’t worry,” said Guy. “He probably wouldn’t have told you anyway. He only mentioned it to me a few nights ago in the quad, when he was drunk. He seems to feel intensely guilty and conflicted about being here.”

Izzy leaned her elbows on the table. “Haven’t you noticed?” she said. “Victor never eats in the hall. He has dinner in the refectory—where you don’t have to wear a gown. I’m not sure he likes all the pomp around here.”

Should Ali feel guilty for loving all the pomp? Suddenly he needed a drink.

Standing at the bar, his beer being poured, Ali thought about Marty, their home in the Hollywood Hills, and the invisible message that seemed to play on repeat. You should be grateful, Ali, you should be grateful, Ali . . . Yes, Marty was his mother’s knight in shining armor and blinding headlamp, the man singly responsible for Ali’s newly comfortable upbringing.

Would he even be in a place like Oxford were it not for his three years at Applewood? Ali had thrived academically in the pressure-cooker environment—Shakespeare, Milton, Dante.

Maybe Marty was right.

“I said that’ll be a pound!” The barman was snapping his fingers in Ali’s face. “You okay? Looks like you’re thousands of miles away.”

Ali paid and sat down with his beer, feeling ashamed.

“Guess what?” said Guy, while lighting a cigarette. “Izzy has hilarious news.”

Izzy rolled her eyes. “Only if you have an intensely dark sense of humor,” she said. “I’ve been invited to a party, Ali.” She waved a thick card. “‘To Miss Isabelle Oldman. The esteemed Saracens request your presence for an evening of fun, fire and frivolity. Champagne at six, dinner at seven, debauchery and delinquency for dessert. Dress code—debonair!’”

Izzy moved her hands as if to tear the invitation in two.

“Wait.” Ali stopped her. “Aren’t you interested in going?”

“Christ, no! The Saracens’ first-week ball has a horrible reputation. Let’s just say I probably haven’t been invited because the rich boys of Oxford are interested in my views on gender and sexuality in Virginia Woolf’s Orlando.”

“Then you’ll need a chaperone,” said Ali.

“How fast the guilt fades,” said Guy, blowing his smoke sideways.

Izzy placed the card on the table. “This invite doesn’t include a plus-one. Everyone in the Saracens is male, Ali. And most of the golden ticket invitees are female!”

“And, coincidentally, attractive,” said Guy.

Izzy flashed him a look and Guy shrugged. “Everyone knows that’s the point, sis. You virtually admitted as much yourself.”

“I’ll talk to William,” said Ali. “He’s probably halfway up the Saracens’ greasy pole already.”

“The problem is,” said Guy, “William’s not exactly your mate, in any sense other than roommate.”

Ali took a soothing gulp of beer. “In that case, I’ll have to find some way to sweeten the deal.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 8

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 10, 2019

 

 One has now consumed the latest vignette and whilst I felt starved of Alice-ian references, your soothsaying commentator has little doubt Ali will successfully talk his way into the Saracens’ party. And having made his way to the Wonderland-style affair, what might he find? At this point, comrade, I’m prepared to put my professorial reputation on the line by hazarding some educated guesses.

First, one expects some level of madness. Second, an encounter with a hatter. And finally, as the mists depart from the crystal ball, your mentor foresees the faint presence of—a duchess.

 
  

 Your professor took a lunchtime stroll today, hoping the diversion might clear his increasingly prattling mind. A little way north of my cabin, a bridge spans the Jakobskill River. It is a quaint piece of Americana, across which there once rumbled a procession of locomotives carrying cement to the Big Apple. More recently, local do-gooders have turned this moribund corridor into something called a rail trail. Yes, the rhyme is rather queasy.

I strapped on my walking boots, swapped my cane for my best walking staff and headed out. Unfortunately, the rail trail is frequented by the most appalling bicyclists, all dressed up like would-be kings of the mountain as they race clammily along a perfectly horizontal surface. However, if one can keep one’s lunch down in the face of so much spandex, the walk is rewarding. Hemlock, shadbush, sassafras. Swallowtails, monarchs and painted ladies.

However, it was a most peculiar form of life I encountered today.

Middle-aged. Female. Raven-haired.

We almost passed midbridge, striding purposefully in opposite directions.

I extended her the courtesy of a nod and polite greeting.

But what if it’s not a good day, Professor? she replied, halting abruptly.

I also stopped in my tracks. Madam, you have me at a disadvantage, I said. You seem aware of my identity, while I am in the dark as to yours.

In the dark? she said, one eyebrow cocked. Interesting choice of words, Professor. Are you certain you don’t know who I am?

Entirely, I assured her.

Jaqueline, she said. But my friends call me Jack. The lady flourished a hand to shake. Jack Grey, Professor.

How odd, I replied, receiving her hand weakly. Jack Grey? I feel that’s a name I recognize.

The lady stared at me, as if making room for my memory to breathe.

And then the answer came to me like a magician’s rabbit yanked from the dim innards of a top hat. Pale Fire! I exclaimed. Yes, Jack Grey was Nabokov’s murderous lunatic, pseudonym of the assassin Jakob Gradus. Jack Grey, an ignoble gunman, the killer of John Shade.

I felt triumphant. And then suddenly weak, as if the weight of my memory were a pendulum swinging me from pole to dizzying pole.

Oh dear, said the lady, reaching for my elbow. You’ve turned white as a sheet, Professor. Please sit down.

She led me to a wooden bench at the edge of the bridge. I lowered myself wearily and leaned on my staff. Fortunately, the shadow of the truss was now offering me some relief from the blazing sun.

Madam, I pleaded, how do you know who I am?

The lady’s face multiplied, her several images arranging themselves like a gemstone’s facets. And then her mouth started to grow, so that eventually all I could see was a fixed smile hanging in the air.

How do you know who you are, Professor? Ah, that’s the great puzzle!

Did she really say that? I closed my eyes.

When I opened them, she was gone.

 
  

 Please understand, it has been a ferociously hot day. I was clearly foolish to head outside without reaching for my Panama hat. Moreover, I forgot to pack water. All of this is perfectly clear. I have certainly suffered worse delusions.

And I am not surprised in the slightest that my brain, sizzling with heatstroke, concocted a delicious riddle.

You see, I turned pale beneath the fire of the sun. Even my fevered mind retains its code-loving cunning. And, wouldn’t you know it? My imagined Jack Grey led me, eventually, to—shade.

I realize, comrade, it might appear that our Oxford tale is having a disquieting effect on your gentle guide. But I think not. It is more likely the impending presence of rocker Gerald McCain has me ruffled. I spend a few final seconds pondering the sunbaked riddle. Is Gerald McCain my Jakob Gradus, the gray assassin arriving from Europe and heading steadily closer to Huntingham? This would make a good amount of sense.

But shush yourself, comrade, it was a minor incident. Barely worth the ink. And now the matter is closed.

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 12, 2019

 

 The next two days have passed pleasantly. There has, however, been one minor hiccup. I believe Professor Aftergut might be avoiding me. Yesterday I spied him rounding Rockefeller Hall and called out his name. Perhaps my mellifluous baritone failed to penetrate Alan’s furred ears. Or possibly he chose to ignore me.

And this morning, while heading briskly to the mail room, I spotted him outside the chapel, in fawning conversation with Dean Gwyneth Adams. I waved. No response. Perhaps Alan didn’t see my ornate gesture. One has one’s suspicions, however.

Anyway, my morning trip was hardly wasted. The mail room served up another plateful of bounty.

An admission, comrade. I’ve already dipped in to our latest chapter and naughtily helped myself to a serving of the Oxford pie.

And as you are about to discover, Ali’s latest adventure ticks all the boxes. Everything predicted by your perspicacious commentator shall indeed come to pass.

A duchess? Of sorts.

Madness? The complete nuthouse.

And a hatter? Oodles of them.

But do you remember, comrade, how the Wonderland story concludes? Our heroine wakes up on the riverbank, her head in the lap of her sister. No, please don’t let our Oxford tale meet with the same fate. Because none of it was a dream.

None of it. I was there. And it happened.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 9

 
 Ali was standing in line, somewhere in Oxfordshire, a half-hour taxi ride north of Cockbayne. He had checked out the spot on a map. It was only a mile from Buckley Hall, Gerry McCain’s grand country home. If Ali could scramble up onto the roof of the nearby barn, he might be able to see Gerry’s estate, a thousand acres of walled-in English countryside surrounding his fifty-seven-room baroque mansion.

Ali’s rented tuxedo, which was too long in the arms and too short in the tail, was no armor against the rude wind blowing through the hawthorn branches of a nearby hedge. His arm was linked through Izzy’s. He could feel her shivering beneath the black sequined gown that clung to her like snakeskin. A plush white shawl was wrapped around Izzy’s shoulders, which were bare but for two thin straps. The pleasing fuzz of the shawl had brushed Ali’s cheek as he helped Izzy out of the taxi.

“How do I look?” he said, turning to Izzy.

“Dashing as hell.”

“Do I look English?”

“Sorry, but you don’t,” said Izzy. “I suppose I think of Hollywood whenever I see dinner jackets these days. You know, the Oscars, that kind of stuff.”

So Ali had traveled five thousand miles from LA to be suitably dressed for an awards ceremony—in LA.

“And what about me?” said Izzy, striking a pose.

“Spectacular!” Ali gulped.

They had been standing in this queue, Izzy’s word, for five minutes, everyone awaiting admission to the Saracens Opening Ball. All of the guests, nine-tenths of them women, were dressed in black-and-white, as stipulated by their invitations. Shuffling onward, they resembled chess pieces, pawns advancing toward the promised land—a barn in the middle distance, sitting beside a sun-reflecting lake. The barn was enormous, its wood siding stained black, its thatched roof even blacker.

“You’re completely sure you want to go through with this?” said Izzy.

“Of course,” said Ali. “What makes you say that?”

“Look at us all,” said Izzy. “We’re just fodder. The Saracens are awful!”

“Man,” Ali laughed, “you people are so judgmental. Awful? You think that’s fair?”

“I do, absolutely.”

And then it occurred to Ali it probably hadn’t been fair of him to make any promises about Gerry McCain to William Wynne-Goode in return for this invitation—the father who he still hadn’t seen for seventeen years.

The final fifty yards of path were edged with flaming firepits and stakes, each one impaled with something pink and pallid.

“Izzy, are those—pigs’ heads?” He tugged on her arm.

“Ugh, I believe I’m going to be sick!” she replied.

“Surely they’re not real, right?”

“Let’s bloody hope not.”

After moving forward several squares, however, it became clear the heads were indeed real, a dozen of them casting their gaze over the crowd.

“How much vegetarian food do you think they’ll be serving tonight?” Ali whispered.

“My thoughts exactly,” Izzy whispered back.

When Izzy and Ali stepped into the barn, the party’s theme became apparent. On a long table, five suckling pigs lay on silver platters. Their crisp caramel skin glistened. And balanced on each of their snouts was a pair of black sunglasses.

Izzy leaned in. “There must be salad, Ali. We’ll gorge ourselves on mountains of lettucey goodness.”

Taking in the smell of crisp pork, Ali fought the urge to lick his lips, a committed vegetarian for eleven days now.

On a raised platform at the rear, a DJ in a Porky Pig mask was spinning a pair of decks, his tie-dye T-shirt and bead necklaces swaying.

Stepping farther into the barn, Ali spotted William Wynne-Goode wearing a gray top hat.

“Willy Wonka at three o’clock,” Izzy joked as William approached.

“Wonderful to see some fellow Cockbayners,” William said.

“Interesting ensemble,” said Izzy, eyeing him up and down.

“Isn’t it?” said William. “Of course it denotes membership of the Saracens. I’ve achieved a fledgling position—or Grey Hare, as we’re known.” William touched his silk hatband, the same shade of gray as the felt.

“Already?” said Izzy. “But Ali, why didn’t you tell me your room had been trashed?”

“What’s that?” Ali frowned.

“After admitting someone to their club,” said Izzy, “I understand the Saracens vandalize the newcomer’s room. A most amusing tradition, I’m sure.”

“No, that’s a common confusion.” William smiled. “But you’re mistaking us for the Jericho Club, Izzy. The Jerries are a much rougher bunch, albeit richer than Croesus. We Saracens are of a milder disposition. Aesthetes, gourmets, connoisseurs.”

“So you weren’t subjected to some kind of violent initiation rite?” said Izzy.

“Ah, one shall never tell.” William winked. “Oh, wait, wait . . .” William raised his hand at a young woman in a white smock dress.

She stopped, turned and rolled her eyes. “God, Willy-kins,” she said.

Her voice was immensely rich and her white dress incredibly dirty.

“May I introduce my cousin?” said William, raising his hat an inch. “Lady Orpington-Brice.”

“God, Willy, you’re such a priss.” She turned to Ali and Izzy and touched her dress where a dark smudge swirled at its chest. “Please, call me Bob.”

“Blessed Bee.” William scowled. “I hoped your vulgarian phase had passed.”

“Do shut up, worthless Willy!”

“Sorry,” Izzy frowned, “but you said Bob, correct?”

“Alas, yes,” William sighed. “My otherwise elegant cousin was inspired by a cross-dressing character from a situation comedy—on the BBC, the Bolshevik Broadcasting Corporation!”

“B-O-B,” Bob intoned. “They’re my initials, Willy-kins. Don’t you dare libel me, you vicious pencil.”

“I rather think you mean slander,” William chuckled.

“Slander this!” Bob flashed her middle finger.

Had the two cousins been wrestling before tonight’s event? Could this be the reason for the ground-in dirt staining Bob’s dress?

“Hastening back to your initials,” said Izzy, forcing a smile. “Bob stands for . . . ?”

“Beatrice Orpington-Brice!” said Bob.

William clasped his hands behind him. “Lady Orpington-Brice is the eldest daughter of the ninth Duke of Flete,” he said.

“So that makes you a duchess, right?” Ali asked. “Or do you undergo some butterfly-like transformation in the future?”

William turned to his cousin. “I did warn you my roommate is American,” he whispered.

“I happen to possess fully functioning ears,” Bob snapped.

“Humblest apologies—Duchess.” William shielded his mouth with a fist and started to laugh.

“I fear we’re missing something.” Izzy frowned.

Bob breathed in deeply through her nose. “Duchess was once cousin Willy’s hilarious nickname for me,” she explained. “He’s always been a spiteful little prat!”

William turned to Ali. “Despite being the duke’s eldest child by two years, the dukedom shall one day pass to Bee’s younger brother Hugh.”

“Why?” Ali wondered.

William glanced up at the rafters. “Bee is quite patently of the female species . . .” he said. “You should marry me, cousin Bee. I’ll make sure you’re properly looked after.”

“Don’t make me hurl, you weapons-grade arse,” said Bob. “I’d rather cut out my vulva with a spoon.”

Izzy coughed. “I wonder if it’s time for a drink.”

“Brilliant,” said Bob. “They’re serving gin and tonic in pints. I’ve only managed three so far. Let me show you where to find them, um . . .” Bob leaned closer to Izzy, squinting at her.

“Right, we weren’t properly introduced. I’m Izzy.”

“Okay, Izzy, shall we leave these two to chat about their penises? Or whatever drivel boys spout when women aren’t around.”

As Izzy and Bob departed, William lifted his hat high above his head. “Between you and me, Alistair,” he murmured, “at the Jericho Club they talk about their penises whilst the women are around. And those women happen to be prostitutes. Not my scene at all.”

Ali was about to reply but William’s eyes were following another young man in a top hat and bow tie. As he strode through the crowd, he was talking into a cumbersome phone the size of an airport novel. Ali’s stepdad was also one of the rare owners of a cell phone, required to speedily address Hollywood’s dental emergencies. Marty clearly felt colossally virile whenever lifting the phone to his ear.

“Ugh.” William scowled. “Can you imagine anything so ghastly as being contactable everywhere?”

“They’re the future, apparently,” said Ali.

“Not my future,” said William, watching the hat as it bobbed from the barn.

Ali leaned nearer his roommate. “Thank you for getting me into this event, William,” he said.

“Not at all,” said William, his eyes floating back. “Our Opening Ball is considered a recruitment driver—when it comes to the male invites, that is.”

“And the women?”

“Glamorous embellishment,” said William. “All future engagements are strictly male and members only.”

“Recruitment drive, huh,” said Ali. “So I still have a chance of getting in?”

“Let’s not babble fruitlessly.” William smiled. “Now, my good fellow, I’m sure you’re a good enough egg to stick to our arrangement. Do you know when you’ll next be seeing your father?”

Ali moved a toe around in the straw on the barn’s floor. “It’s complicated,” he said. “You know, tour dates, recording sessions . . . Shouldn’t be long. But if there’s anything else you want, William? The thing is, you didn’t have any idea who my father is when I mentioned him, so . . .”

“But naturally one did one’s research,” said William. “I shan’t pretend to be a fan of rock and roll music. However, when I discovered your father owns Buckley Hall, it became clear he must have had a successful career. And you’re entirely certain he’d be willing to show me around Buckley?”

“Definitely,” said Ali, feeling his throat turn dry. “Dad loves all that showing-around shit.”

“Indeed.” William frowned. “Well, as it happens, Alistair, the hall was formerly a second cousin’s family pile. Dear old Teddy, ninth Earl of Woodstock. Alas, I never got a chance to visit. Now, I won’t pretend I approve of it falling into nonfamily hands—but the upkeep on the place nearly killed poor Teddy. Buckley has a charming history. The original Jacobean Hall, burned down by a bitter illegitimate, was a civil war refuge for Charles the second—”

“It’s just,” Ali interrupted, “I’m not sure most people our age think The Pale Fires are exactly cool. So the second part of our deal, him speaking at the Union, are you sure . . . ?”

“Aha!” said William. “We shan’t let something as vulgar as coolness deter us. It’s easy for people to act indifferently towards the intensely famous, Alistair, until one encounters them in the flesh.”

“Okay,” said Ali, “I’m sure you’re right, William.”

“Indubitably,” William replied, placing a hand awkwardly on Ali’s shoulder. “Now then, I must go and mingle with my fellow Grey Hares. But enjoy the party. Tonight’s piglets happen to be the offspring of Lord Buckingham’s very own swine.”

 
  

 When Ali found Bob and Izzy at the bar, they were with a white boy whose top hat was jammed onto shoulder-length dreadlocks. Izzy’s eyes were locked in a wide state of shock.

“Wah gwaan, man?” said the Saracen to Ali, offering a hand to high-five.

“Ali, this is T-bone,” said Izzy, “like, umm, the steak!” Her voice was half an octave higher than usual. “T-bone was at school with your roommate.”

“Hi, T-bone,” said Ali, tentatively accepting the high five. Was T-bone’s accent supposed to be Caribbean? The dreadlocks were probably a clue.

T-bone looked over his shoulder. “Get dis man a little sum-ting from the byar,” he said.

The barman, Black and bored-looking, raised an eyebrow.

“Me said dooo your ting, bredrin,” T-bone chuckled.

“Unless you’re from Peckham,” said the barman, “we’re not bredrin, sir.”

The barman pushed a pint of what looked like gin and tonic toward Ali.

“Bless. The best byarman in town.” T-bone turned back to Ali. “Dem drinks are serious, man.” To underline his point, T-bone slapped the bar like he was playing drums.

Bob, looking bored, stirred her ice with a straw. “T-bone,” she said, “would you be an absolute angel and grab me some food? If I don’t eat something soon, these drinks will throw me on my back like Lady Chatterley’s gamekeeper.”

“Tink nothing of it,” said T-bone, turning and wandering off. “We’re serving some serious pig tonight.”

Bob wiped her brow with the back of a hand. “It’ll wear off in a week,” she said. “T-bone’s always like this when he comes back from summering in Jamaica. Not an ounce of the blood in him—but he honestly means well. T-bone wants desperately to connect. Because he knows one day he’ll be totally cut off from the normal world by what fate holds in store for him. Now, shall we grab some more G & Ts and take in a view of the lake before he returns?”

 
  

 Ali and Izzy were in the back of a taxi returning to Oxford, repeating the night’s events to each other, writhing with laughter. Before they reached Summertown, Ali had concluded that William Wynne-Goode might actually be the most normal of the Saracens. Izzy, holding her horrified face in her hands, nodded in agreement.

“What about T-bone and his fake Jamaican accent?” she said. “The pupils at places like Fenchurch really do learn to be utterly shameless.”

Through the taxi windows, a low fog floated above stubbly fields. Ali pictured the barn’s insides halfway off in the mist. The dinner itself—alcohol, lettuce and potato for Izzy and Ali—had been punctuated by numerous toasts, Grey Hares jumping to their feet with glasses aloft. To the all-knowing, all-powerful White Rabbit, was one Ali remembered, all of them ending the same way. To the glory of the United Kingdom, the Commonwealth, the Queen and White Rabbit! Every toast prompted the Grey Hares to down whatever was in their glasses.

After dinner, the air filled with sweet-smelling smoke while the tables were dragged off and a frenzied dance party got underway. Ali and Izzy threw themselves into the convulsive crowd, until finally lettuce and potato could sustain them no more. They staggered from the barn in damp clothes, feeling weak but exhilarated.

“You realize that party was a total fantasy, yes?” said Izzy. “Obviously everyone in that barn had read Brideshead Revisited . . . Wait, no, most of them watched the TV series on VHS. Either way they all imagine themselves as Brideshead’s best aristocrat, Sebastian Flyte, longing to possess his refinement, his charm, his adorable eccentricity. Only here’s the thing, Ali, Brideshead Revisited isn’t a fantasy—it’s a horror story. Sebastian Flyte is a fundamentally broken human, living in exile and crawling towards death. Everyone might want to be Sebastian at the beginning. But nobody should want to be Sebastian by the end.”

“When I read Brideshead,” said Ali, “I didn’t want to be Sebastian, I wanted to save him.”

“Ah, but he’d have locked you inside his secret garden, just the two of you, desperate to possess your soul.”

“It would be crazy to want that, right?” said Ali. “And yet . . .”

“Maybe I’m missing the point,” said Izzy. “Perhaps the Saracens are broken shells, already ruined by the age of eighteen, just like Sebastian. Perhaps they’re not all bad, just terribly—sad.”

“Or mad.”

“Right,” said Izzy. “Or the complete cocktail. Mad, bad and sad.”

Ali fell silent. He’d consumed Brideshead several times since Lucy Rochester had gifted it to him, his latest deep dive just six weeks ago, mulling over his unlived life, dreaming of his future one.

Outside, the houses of Summertown were giving way to city’s edge, the world getting older with every fresh inch of road.

Ali had always felt that the backseats of taxis exerted some kind of confessional power. And now he wanted to tell Izzy everything he was feeling.

But then Izzy spoke up. “Bob took a huge shine to you,” she said. “How could she not, with your charming Californian smile and looking so dapper?”

“This thing doesn’t even fit me,” said Ali, displaying his too-long sleeves.

“But you pulled it off splendidly.”

“I’m not even halfway interested in Bob.” Ali lowered his chin and poured all his feelings into his eyes.

“I thought you wanted an English adventure,” said Izzy, not meeting his gaze. “Wouldn’t that be a wild ride, marrying into the aristocracy?”

“She’s not even a real duchess,” Ali laughed. “And anyway, Izzy, there’s someone else.”

Through the windshield, Cockbayne’s bell tower was rising over the college. Slowly, Ali leaned in toward Izzy, a small leap of faith from time-weathered battlements. Izzy didn’t twitch or move or breathe. And then Ali kissed her. Softly, lovingly, hopefully.

After their lips lingered, Ali pulled back. He looked into Izzy’s green eyes for a clue what to do next.

“Kiss me again,” she said.

Ali obeyed, his needy lips meeting Izzy’s a second time. As the taxi came to a stop, he pulled back again.

Smiling, he looked at her, the perfect vision of his new life, an existence that lasted only until the taxi’s engine cut out. Because then Izzy’s chest heaved as her gaze dropped. “Ali,” she said, “you’ve now kissed me twice. But please promise me something. Promise me you won’t ever kiss me a third time.”

“What?” said Ali. “Did I do something wrong?”

Izzy closed her eyes, her face blending sadness with regret. “No, I’m sorry, Ali, I’m so sorry.”

She opened the door and wiped her lips as she climbed from the taxi.

Ali reached out for her, grasping only her absence.

 
  

 He couldn’t find her the next day, a cool sullen Sunday. Izzy was either not in her room or not opening her door. Ali tried Guy’s room next to no avail. Perhaps he wouldn’t have known what to say anyway.

He crossed the bridge near the Small House and made his way around the meadow, then through Fellow’s Garden, the walk steadying his rattled unease.

And then Ali felt a flash of anxiety. His second essay on Beowulf was unfinished. Tomorrow it would be his turn to read for Dr. Belsky. Despite being set in a non-Christian society, to what degree is Beowulf a Christian text? Even thinking about the question was stupefying.

Ali’s second tutorial of First Week had been with Professor Anita Kumar-Hendricks, who ran the course Literature in English, 1830-1910. Talking to Annie, as Professor Kumar-Hendricks insisted on being called, felt like discussing favorite books with an intellectual aunt who’d read everything under the sun. Ali’s tutorial partner in Annie’s room was Guy Oldman, who volunteered to read his essay aloud first. Guy had written on Religious Symbolism in Victorian Literature: Trollope, Wilde and the Brontës. In many ways, Ali felt relieved to be easing his way into the Oxford tutorial system. But he was currently an essay-reading virgin. And tomorrow he had to present his thoughts on medieval poetry to the Beast of Belsky, a tutor who was nothing like a mentoring relative, more like a foe at a strained diplomatic summit. Declarations of war might result from one clumsy word.

He blinked and noticed the deer all seated on the ground, their fragile legs crossed beneath them. Perhaps it was better not to think about it. Or was it? Because then the events of last night replayed.

What explanation could there be? Maybe Izzy didn’t like Ali enough. Or might there even be someone else? But who? Ah, Victor, obviously. Whoever could fail to be won over by Victor? Although it didn’t have to be someone male, of course. Ali might have been missing the point entirely.

Someone nearby cleared their throat and Ali turned. It was Emma, her head tilted to one side. “Is something the matter?” she said. “I was waving and calling your name all the way up the path.”

“I got lost staring at the deer,” Ali replied.

“Is that so?” said Emma. “Are you some kind of hunter?”

“God, no. Vegetarian, remember?”

Emma narrowed her eyes. “Did something happen at the Saracens party?”

“Just general madness. William was dressed in a top hat. And I met a duke’s daughter. She’s named Bob . . .”

“Perfectly natural.” Emma nodded vigorously.

“And some guy named T-bone, who had dreadlocks and a Jamaican accent. Except he was white, an old school friend of William’s.”

“Ah,” said Emma. “Let’s canter swiftly on, shall we? Are you hungry? We could treat ourselves to a Sunday roast at the Churchill, another twee English experience for you to tick off the list.”

“Sounds great,” said Ali. “But I have an essay to finish by tomorrow.”

“That’s a shame,” said Emma. “You haven’t lived until you’ve eaten boiled-to-death cabbage and spent two days pulling strands of overcooked meat from your teeth—or maybe nut roast, in your case.”

“Why not tempt me some more?” said Ali.

“Challenge accepted,” said Emma. “An hour of just you and me? We could cozy up together by a romantic fireside, the world our conversational oyster.”

Ali peeked at his watch again, apparently not taking in Emma’s words. “Sounds awesome. Let’s do it another time, okay?”

“Righty-oh,” said Emma. “I’ll just bury myself in some Jane Austen and cheese sarnies. Bon chance with the essay then, Ali.”

 
  

 Ali had worked until two in the morning on Beowulf. His essay was good. No, incredible, one of the greatest things he’d ever written, four sheets of paper now balanced on the thigh of his pants.

“Time now to hear from our resident Uncle Sam,” said Belsky.

Ali began reading.

Dr. Belsky seemed distracted from the start, his attention floating toward the windows. Noticing this and fearing his work was the cause, Ali started stumbling over his sentences. Words that felt elegant on the page at midnight sounded crude a mere twelve hours later.

Pausing between paragraphs, Ali admonished himself. Damn it, get into character, act! The student sitting in Dr. Belsky’s room is cultured, intelligent and confident. Go!

He projected his next line so forcefully, Dr. Belsky’s head snapped around and Ali tore through his next paragraph like an express train.

Anton Belsky coughed and raised a hand assertively. “Alistair, please make a note of this. In Hilary term, we shall be studying modern literature post-1910. And now we have a topic for our . . .” Dr. Belsky paused and gave Ali a stern look. “Alistair, I do believe you’ll be requiring a pen. Did I not politely say, please make a note?”

“Oh,” said Ali, reaching inside his jacket, “you mean literally make a note?”

“Is literally what I said!”

Ali hovered his pen over the page.

“Subject for discussion,” Belsky continued. “First Week, Hilary term. Was English novelist Graham Greene being wickedly ironic when he entitled one of his better novels The Quiet American?” Their tutor paused again, until Ali stopped writing. “Now then,” said Belsky, “if your essay stages a comeback worthy of Lazarus, you may resume.”

Victor cleared his throat. “Dr. Belsky,” he said, “I was lucky to sneak a look at Ali’s essay. He makes numerous excellent points. For example, when he writes about Christian dialectics . . .”

“Victor—” Dr. Belsky raised his assertive hand again “—that is quite enough. One admires the noble gesture. And we’ll welcome your more interesting contributions soon. When the garbage has been hauled off, as our American cousins say.”

Ali sensed Victor’s body stiffening. “Dr. Belsky,” said Victor, with mock confusion, “would you say this generally works for you?”

“This would be precisely what, Victor?”

“I don’t know,” said Victor, shrugging, “taunting your students like some kind of Slavic warlord?”

“Slavic, how dare you?” said Belsky, pointing at the flag behind him. “I think you’ll find, Victor, I’m a proud Belarusian.”

“I don’t care if you’re Bela Lugosi, pal.”

Dr. Belsky, his legs hanging over one side of the armchair, let out a brief giggle. “Dearest Victor, you do realize I could have you rusticated for this infantile outburst.”

“Infantile? Really?” Victor snorted. “Aye, so says the wee man swaddled in his armchair. Is ridiculing students from your academic pillar so very mature? You can have me sent down for all I care.”

For a moment, his head faintly dancing, Dr. Belsky seemed to be weighing up his options. “Very well,” he said, swinging his legs to the front of his chair. “You’ve earned my respect, Victor.”

“You don’t sound Belarusian,” Victor snorted, “whatever that sounds like.”

“Beware, young man. My respect is not irrevocable.”

“You sound upper-class English,” said Victor. “Mansion-bred.”

“Elocution lessons.” Belsky grinned. “Worth every ruble, wouldn’t you say? You might give them a go, Victor. Buff away that harsh Glaswegian snarl.”

Victor leaned pointedly toward Anton Belsky. And when he spoke next, his accent thrust itself forward as well. “Aye, well ahm dead proud o’ where ahm from, pal.”

Dr. Belsky’s reaction was dispassionate, his expression remaining calm. “Well then,” he said, “that very much makes two of us.”

Victor paused as the pent-up aggression ebbed away, his body eventually returning to his seat’s backrest.

“Now then, Victor,” said Dr. Belsky, “is there anything you wanted to add?”

“Aye.” Victor smiled. “White Russian!”

Dr. Belsky chuckled. “Quite right, Victor, my homeland was formerly named Belorussia, or White Russia. I see you’re well-read beyond the realms of fiction.”

“No, pal,” said Victor, “I was just telling you the name of my mum’s favorite cocktail.”

“Ha!” Dr. Belsky slapped himself on the thigh. “A wee dram of humor,” he said, “expertly deployed to defuse the potentially awkward coda. This is most excellent, I must say. Very well then,” he said, turning to Ali, “let’s continue with Mr. McCain’s astute observations on religiosity. And once we’re done with our tutorial, gentlemen, I’d like you to remain behind for a chat, Victor.”

 
  

 Ali waited in the Cloister, checking his watch. Four minutes, five. Finally, Victor emerged looking shaken.

“Are you okay?” said Ali.

“Aye,” said Victor, his thumb finally catching the wheel of his lighter. “Look, Ali, I need to get out of this fuckn place right now. Will you come with me to the pub?”

“Of course,” said Ali. “And the drinks are on me.”

“Why’s that?” Victor frowned, smoke rippling from his nose.

“Man, you saved my ass back there.”

“Ach, you’re okay,” said Victor, shaking his head. “I can pay my own way, pal.”

They headed down the dim passageway that led out of Cockbayne, neither of them speaking until they were outside on the street.

Victor sucked down another angry lungful of smoke. “Did I actually say the words you can have me sent down? I don’t want to end up talking their language. I should’ve just said have me expelled. You see why they say it that way, sent down? It’s because they used to fuckn assume everyone was from the south of England. Well, I’m from three-hundred miles north, pal. These idiots would have to send me up. Arrogant load of shite.”

“Victor, what happened after I left the room?” Ali asked.

He waited for a reply but Victor’s only response was to keep blowing smoke at the road.

“Look,” said Ali, “if you ask me, Anton Belsky’s just a puffed-up little psychopath.”

“Aye, something like that,” said Victor, his voice squeezing from the back of his throat. “But look, let’s not talk about that wee fuck anymore.” Victor flicked the remains of his cigarette toward a gutter, the stub pinwheeling through the air, his body beginning to loosen.

Now they had reached the pub, the lunchtime buzz of the Churchill Arms pulling them both inside. And sure enough, Victor wouldn’t let Ali buy more than his fair share of the drinks. Pint followed afternoon pint as Belsky’s presence gradually faded.

 
  

 They had fallen quickly into a morning routine, the five of them walking to lectures together, Ali feeling increasingly at ease in his new home. He would collect Victor from his room, the sound of Ali’s knocking acting as a signal for Izzy to begin heading down the staircase. And by the time Victor dragged himself out of bed, an apparently torturous process, Guy and Emma would be waiting outside in the Cloister.

After receiving no answer to his first knock, Ali hammered harder on Victor’s door.

“Gohhh away. Gohhhaway gohhhawayyy.”

“You’re not coming today, Victor?” Ali called out.

No reply.

Izzy and Guy came downstairs. The look on Izzy’s face suggested the kiss had never happened, that she and Ali were friends, that was all. When the three of them entered the Cloister, Emma was in her usual spot. “Oh,” she said, “are we getting off Scot-free today?”

They made their way out of Cockbayne, Ali falling in beside Emma while the Oldmans chatted about people he didn’t know. Victor’s absence was a minor kink in their routine but the change felt momentous, as if something smooth had wrinkled. But their walk to the English Faculty was still delightful. The narrow lane, lined with weathered stone walls, twisted pleasingly back and forth. They passed beneath a covered bridge connecting the two halves of Holyrood College. At the cobbled square, Ali stared at the leaded window, easily two stories tall, that dominated Holyrood’s western facade. The window intrigued him every time. Behind its rectangular panes was a tall spiral staircase that led to a landing where the lower part of a door could be seen, the rest of it concealed beyond the tip of the window’s arch.

Emma turned to say something to Guy. And somehow, seconds later, she and Izzy had swapped places. Matching Ali’s stride, Izzy said something bland about their upcoming lecture. But Ali felt too weak to play along. “Just tell me,” he asked, “is it Victor?”

“Victor?” said Izzy. “Why on earth are you bringing up Victor?”

“Your brother, then,” said Ali. “Guy would disapprove of us?”

Izzy remained silent a while. And then sighed.

“I thought your brother liked me,” said Ali.

“He does like you,” said Izzy. “He thinks you’re the best. Can we just change the bloody subject, pleeease?”

Ali felt bitter toward her for a moment. But then summoning up his best Izzy accent, he turned to her and said, “Can we just change the bloody subject, pleeease?”

Izzy paused, as if she might be offended. But then she started to laugh. “My God, Ali, you’re actually a brilliant mimic.” And then she threw a hand to her brow. “Wait, I’ve just had the most fabulous brain wave. We should enter Drama Cuppers. You and I, Ali, a dynamic thespian duo.”

Ali’s teacher, Lucy Rochester, had mentioned Drama Cuppers when she learned he was going to Oxford, a drama competition for freshers, twenty-minute plays. His mind had already been working on an idea for months, a one-man show, a condensed version of King Lear. But this was a much better idea.

“You and me?” said Ali. “Put on a show? But wouldn’t that involve spending a lot of time together?”

“Obviously,” Izzy replied. “But we’re both grown-ups! What do you think?”

“We have different tastes!” said Ali. “I’ll want to do Shakespeare and you’ll want . . . What would you want to do, Izzy?”

“Minor details!” she replied. “Let’s shake on it. Introducing Izzy-Ali Productions.”

Ali lifted his hand halfway. “So you’ve given yourself top billing.”

“Reversing centuries of systemic misogyny,” said Izzy. “Surely something any modern twentieth-century gentleman should support.”

Ali thrust his hand into hers. “Introducing Izzy-Ali Productions!” He beamed.

 
  

 After their second lecture, everyone headed back to Cockbayne, Ali still keenly aware of Victor’s absence, Victor always having the most perceptive or provocative post-lecture insights.

Back in his room, Ali realized his next essay, which he would read out for Professor Kumar-Hendricks, wasn’t due for four days. He spread his map across the coffee table, finding his father’s home, Buckley Hall. The taxis to and from the Saracens party had been an extravagant expense. Ali was already overspending the svelte allowance granted to him by Marty. But Buckley Hall looked too far to walk.

At that moment, the door opened and Victor came in, still wiping the sleep from his eyes.

“Hey,” said Ali, “good afternoon. What happened?”

“I fancied a lie-in. Is that okay with you, big man?” Victor sat down on the sofa next to Ali. “What’s going on here?” he said, pointing to the map.

Ali told Victor his plan.

“But the problem is,” he explained, “I can’t afford a taxi.”

“There are buses to Woodstock,” said Victor, pointing to the town on the map. “Just don’t forget, pal, this is something you need to do for you, not him. You don’t owe your dad fuckn anything.”

 
  

 Ever since Gerry had walked out on his mom, Ali had seen his father only once in the flesh. Three years ago, he’d bought himself a ticket to a Pale Fires concert, finally old enough to dodge questions from his mother as to his whereabouts. Evasion was necessary because his poor mother would have viewed Ali’s fandom as a betrayal. To avoid ever hurting his mom’s feelings, Ali had been keeping his Gel McCain books and cassette tapes hidden beneath his bedroom dresser for years, a secret spot below its bottom drawer.

The only ticket he could afford was way back. Strutting around onstage, his father was a thumbnail-size peacock. Ali was almost certainly the only teenager in the Hollywood Bowl that night, the fans around him all straddling forty. Did any of them wonder why the kid in their midst had tears in his eyes?

Ali had planned to join the hordes of fans hoping for a signature from their aging hero after the concert. But when the moment finally came, he changed his mind. This wasn’t how it should be. If it wasn’t going to be perfect, perhaps it would be better not to happen at all.

 
  

 He was on a quiet road at the northern edge of Buckley Hall, the estate guarded by a formidable wall of stacked rocks, the sky up above looking as dark and unwelcoming as the wall. A line from Shakespeare popped into Ali’s head.

Rumble thy bellyful! Spit, fire! Spout, rain!

King Lear was a play heavy with weather, its scenes laden with aerial symbols mirroring the king’s mental state, the madness of a father who had disastrously misjudged the love of his children. It had inspired the official name of the Fat-Bottomed Baby Album, Poor Naked Wretches Whereso’er You Are That Bide The Pelting Of This Pitiless Storm.

Was Gerry even staying at Buckley Hall right now?

Maybe.

The Pale Fires were due to begin a British tour next week. Perhaps their lead singer would be lying low, gathering strength in the most palatial of his several homes.

Because Ali had no actual memories of his father, there existed several hundred Gerry McCains in his head. Reluctant divorcé Gerry, lustful, affair-seeker Gerry, poetic soul Gerry . . .

And then Ali jumped, a loud voice wrenching him from his thoughts.

“Fuhkin shittin bollocks!”

The voice was familiar, one that Ali had imitated hundreds of times while staring into the bathroom mirror, attempting to curl his lips into a rock and roll snarl. He pushed himself up onto his toes to peer over the wall. And there he was, Gerald Arthur McCain, the father Ali had no memory of at all.

“You do realize I could have you fuhkin killed!” Gel McCain roared.

Thankfully, Gerry was looking down at the ground, unaware of Ali’s presence.

He was dressed in a raspberry-colored robe. Presumably, it belonged to Arantxa, Gerry’s fifth wife. The newspapers had recently broken the news that Arantxa was pregnant. The baby would be Gerry’s eleventh child.

Gel McCain bent down, glaring at the object of his discontent, a golf ball nestled in the grass between two scars in the earth. He was holding what appeared to be a nine iron.

“You got dimples in your jaw . . .” he started to sing at the ball.

Ali recognized the tune. When Gerry was done singing, Ali called out to him. “ ‘Dimples,’ by John Lee Hooker!”

Gel spun around, ready to swing his club at the intruder, relaxing when he noticed Ali on the far side of the wall. “You’re a lucky fella,” said Gerry. “If you’d said The Pale Fires, you’d be pulling this club out your jacksie right now.”

“Jacksie?” Ali wondered. He hadn’t come across the word, although contextually its meaning seemed clear. “No, The Pale Fires covered the song,” he said. “Your first ever single. And then finally, three years ago, you played ‘Dimples’ live onstage with the great man himself.”

Gerry sniffed, an apparently emotional response. “Me strumming along with John Lee Hooker,” he said. “Highlight of my fuhkin life, that was.”

“I saw it,” said Ali, “at the Hollywood Bowl. I was there.”

“Yeah,” said Gerry, “I noticed you’re a Yank.”

“Actually, I’m half English,” said Ali.

Gerry sniffed again, an apparently unemotional response. “Suit yourself, son.”

Son! The word made Ali gasp, although the feeling was fleeting because it was clear from Gel McCain’s many interviews that he called everyone son. You mark my words, son. Give it a rest, son. Not on your nelly, son.

Even ignoring the silk robe, Ali found Gerry to be a curious sight, his shoulder-length hair dyed black, his limbs slender yet sinewy. Ali was familiar with his father’s physical appearance, as was most of the world, and yet in the flesh—the pale, heavily scarred flesh—in spite of the woman’s robe, Gerald Arthur McCain was giving off an aura that was intensely, powerfully masculine.

He lifted the golf club to his shoulder like a rifle. “Listen, sunshine, are you a fuhkin stalker? Because you know what happened to the last one, right?”

“Actually, I don’t,” said Ali, staring down the barrel of a nine iron.

“Right, I forgot,” said Gerry, lowering the club. “We kept that one out the tabloids. Anyway, be a good lad, yeah, and fuck right off. My chipping’s gone to shit and I’m playing foursomes with Eddie Van Halen tomorrow.”

“You mean, Eddie Van Halen, as in the guitarist from—Van Halen?”

“Jesus wept, son. Nah, we’ve got seven Eddie Van Halens living in Woodstock.”

Shaking his head, Gerry turned to take a fresh swing at the golf ball. As he did so, his silk robe rode up to his waist, Ali’s eyes widening at the sight of his biological father’s . . .

“Fuhkin balls!” Gerry shouted, the golf club scalping the ground once more, another fresh scar in the earth.

“You’re lifting your head on the downswing,” said Ali.

“Are you still fuhkin here?” said Gerry, spinning around. “Because seriously, son, I will march right over . . .”

“Son!” Ali jumped in. “Gerry, that’s why I’m here!”

“Zero sunshine on this sceptered isle,” said Gerry, looking up at the evermore gloomy sky. “Best you can hope for in England is a bewitching series of grays.”

“No, Gerry, I’m Alistair, your S-O-N son. My mother is Dolly Winters.”

Gerry sighed, as if Ali’s claim was the third or fourth such incident he’d had to address today. “Course you are, kiddo.” He sniffed. “That’s pretty much what the last nutjob who jumped over that wall said.”

Ali took a steadying breath. He had come armed with a plan.

“Just hear me out. After that, if you want me to leave, I’ll go.”

“Listen, sunshine, if you’ve got something you want me to sign . . .”

“Stop talking,” Ali pleaded, “and pay attention for thirty goddamned seconds.”

Gerry leaned on his golf club, lifting a bare wrist as if to time Ali. “Fire away, then.”

So this was it, thirty seconds for Ali to change his whole life. It felt like the moment before stepping onstage for opening night.

Gel McCain tapped his wrist. “Twenny-eight, twenny-seven, twenny-six . . .” He yawned.

“Okay, here’s the deal, Gerry. Whenever you talk about it in interviews, or someone writes about it, there’s always the same origin story for how your band name came about.” Pausing to summon up his best Gel McCain impersonation, Ali even hunched his shoulders the way his father did in interviews. “I wanted to impress this fit bird,” he snarled. “Now, as it happens, said bird was a proper brainbox. But also a bit stuck-up. Anyway, end of summer, she’s pissing off to study English at Oxford. I nip down the library cos I’ve heard about this book Lolita, written by a Russki. So I bring it to the desk and the librarian gives me the four-eyed stare. ‘Of course his true masterpiece was Pale Fire . . .’ Whoosh, back down the aisle, I grab that as well. Now, the brainbox is working all summer in a caff that does open-mic Tuesdays. So I leave Vlad’s book on the table, where she can’t miss it. Thirty minutes later, me and the boys are up. I hoist the mic, stare at Madamoiselle Brainbox and say, ‘good evening ladies and mental men, we’re The Pale Fires.’ So that was it, name stuck. Never even opened the Russian fella’s book. As for the posh bird, you know what they say—a gentleman never tells!” Ali even concluded the tale with one of his father’s notorious winks.

Gel McCain started to chuckle. “Not bad, not bad at all. Especially for a Yank, mate. Maybe you should do Vegas or Jay fuhkin Leno. Now, not to be rude, mate, but do me a favor, tell me what you want and then fuck the fuck off.”

Ali glanced up at the black clouds rolling closer. “Here’s the thing, Gerry. I happen to know that the story about The Pale Fires name isn’t true. Sure, it’s probably ninety-nine percent true, everything but for one tiny detail. Because you, Gerald Arthur McCain, actually read the novel Pale Fire. In fact, you consumed it in one sitting. And when you finished, you started all over again. And how do I know this? Because you told the truth to my mom. Not very rock-n-fuhkin-roll, you whispered to her backstage, making her promise never to breathe a word. Man, she’s let you tell that same bullshit story for two decades now.”

Ali smiled, savoring the moment, his father looking up for the right set of words in the slate-black sky.

“Okay, okay,” he finally mumbled, “the thing is, right, to be totally fair, sunsh . . .”

Gerry halted midword, a raindrop bouncing visibly from his nose. Next came the sound of a thunderclap accompanied by a wild flash of lightning. Gerry cast off his nine iron as if it were a poisonous snake. “Come on, then,” he yelled, hauling Ali over the wall as a sudden downpour fell violently from the sky.

 
  

 Gel pulled Ali through a set of stone pillars and battled to open a heavy door, the wind pounding his back. Inside Buckley Hall, they dropped to the floor, exhausted. Ali pushed back his hair and wiped the rain from his eyes. The hall was cavernous and flanked with bone-white pillars. Water dripped from his body onto a Persian rug the size of a basketball court.

Gerry blew rainwater from his lips and started to laugh. “Wanna hear a joke?” he said. “It’s surprisingly fuhkin clean for one of mine.”

“Sure,” said Ali, the strangeness of the situation making him giddy.

Gerry crossed his legs. “Having died for our sins, the Lord Jesus floats up to heaven and starts sniffing around. Joint’s not bad, he thinks. I like what the old man’s done with the place. Soon enough, he spots the pearly gates, moseys up to Saint Peter and says, All right, me old mucker, I’m looking for . . . Pete interrupts him. Too busy, JC, he says, seven crucifixions today. Plus, Lazarus is on my list and missing in action. Proper bedlam, mate. So Jesus strolls on, thinking to track down the Big Cheese himself. But he’s hunting for hours and nuffink. No God, no angels, not so much as a fat cherub. Finally, he crosses this big cloud and off in the distance spots this geezer with a head of white hair and a massive white beard . . . Jesus is stoked. He starts running. Only before he reaches him, the old geezer spots Jesus and yells, Can you help me, young man? I’m looking for my son. You can’t miss the boy. He’s got holes in his hands and holes in his feet . . . Jesus throws his arms open wide and shouts, Daddy! Now both of them are crying. The old geezer bear-hugs JC and cries out, Finally, I’ve found you. My beloved son—Pinocchio!”

Ali blinked at his father.

“Pinocchio!” Gerry repeated. “You get it, yeah? Holes in his hands and holes in his . . .”

“Sure,” said Ali, “I understand the humorous confusion. It’s just . . . am I missing something important?”

“Like what?” said Gerry.

“You know,” said Ali, “after what I just told you? Some kind of message? A significant . . . point?”

Gerry frowned. “Look, sunshine, the point of a joke is to be funny, right? And that one’s funny as fuck.”

“But I thought, you know, after what I just revealed . . .”

“You mean the father and son shit?” said Gerry. “All right. But you have to admit, it was thematically apropos, no?”

“Am I supposed to be Pinocchio in this scenario? Something to do with telling a lie?”

“Naaah,” said Gerry. “You’re overthinking it. If I wanted to call you a liar, mate, I’d say, oi, you’re a fuhkin liar.”

“Then wait,” said Ali, “you actually accept I’m . . . I’m your son?”

“To be totally fair,” said Gerry, “you do look a bit like me. Except blond, like your mum.”

Is that it? Ali thought, looking down at the red-and-gold rug. Where was his emotional reward, the celebratory fireworks?

Gerry had sprung to his feet and was already halfway down the hall.

“Come on, kiddo,” Gerry called out. “I suppose I can’t shove you back out there, in the to-and-fro conflicting wind and rain.”

Ali frowned, murmuring Gerry’s words to himself. “The to-and-fro conflicting wind and rain,” he yelled. “It’s from King Lear!”

Gerry didn’t pause, although his head did turn fractionally as he hurried down the hall. “That’s right!” he shouted back. “Lot of pathetic fallacy in King Lear, as it happens. Know what I mean? Lot of heavy fuhkin weather in that play, son.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 10

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 12, 2019

 

 One is now attempting to slot Gerald Arthur McCain into the Wonderland of Black Milk. Maybe you had the same thought, the foul-mouthed rock star hurrying down the hall, Ali traipsing after him. Did this remind you of Alice, lost in a strange hall, in pursuit of White Rabbit?

Ah, not so fast! Because the kingly role of White Rabbit belongs to someone else, you see. Comrade, control yourself!

A god-awful jackhammering has started up and I feel momentarily short of breath. Cabin fever, presumably. One has lingered for some time on the green velvet sofa, reading about the travails of our blue-eyed Californian.

I glance up at Charles Tickens. Your mentor derives an immense amount of pleasure from winding up old Tickens every day—and feels similarly toward Professor Aftergut. Of course, my middle name is Aloysius, which bestows upon me the initials WAG, so I was always destined to be a terrible tease.

Anyway, the old boy’s hands are now waving at me.

Tick tock, Charlie says, tick tock, his words becoming perfectly clear. (Professor Goodwin, you need some help.) Yes, I do agree, Charles. (Serious help, Bill, as in therapy!) Spot-on, Mr. Tickens. (No one could keep such a secret buried inside without eventually unraveling.) What’s that you say? You suggest art therapy, Charlie? Excellent idea. (The truth will out, Bill. The truth will overwhelm you!) Correct, Mr. Tickens, our campus art gallery is indeed open for another hour. You’re most adept at this time-keeping stuff. (Why fight it any longer, Professor? Submission might even bring relief.) Charlie, yes, I should head over right now to our campus gallery.

Tick tock, Charlie, tick tock. The art of our necessities is strange indeed.

 
  

 Huntingham’s campus gallery hits a sweet spot, our collection being full of splendid pieces and yet almost entirely devoid of visitors. The discerning art lover can generally have to themselves two Matisses, one Munch, several Bruegels—the younger—and some minor, albeit exquisite, Rembrandt van Rijns.

And whilst I don’t consider myself a twentieth-century man—and we know my feelings on the twenty-first—the gallery also holds a fistful of influential names from that violent century, including a Francis Bacon, whose sense of existential terror appeals to my inner self.

Today I dallied awhile in the mid-1900s, finding myself drawn to one of Huntingham’s three Georgia O’Keeffes, a painting of a pair of voluptuous figs, one of them rather flaccid, the other positively erect. Goodness gracious!

Meanwhile, a woman had surreptitiously crept up behind me.

Her lush use of color is remarkable, no? she said. O’Keeffe brings to mind Matisse’s vivid nudes, don’t you agree, Professor?

I turned to identify this salacious commentator and was faced with a raven-haired lady. Had she been an exhibit, I would have guessed at Picasso, her jumble of straight lines floating alongside curves reminiscent of Spanish guitars. Attractive in a severe sort of way, one supposes.

She flashed a smile and said, What do you think of Georgia O’Keeffe, Professor Goodwin?

Madam, I said, you have me at a disadvantage.

Whatever do you mean? she replied.

You seem aware of my identity . . . I began, before being rudely interrupted.

While you are in the dark as to mine! Yes, she added, that’s what you told to me two days ago.

Please stop with this fanciful game and introduce yourself, I snorted.

Isabelle, she said, looking confused. Sorry, Professor Goodwin, but I feel as if you’re the one playing a game. We met on the bridge spanning the Jakobskill River, remember?

I cast my mind back, remembering my walking stick and a sweltering afternoon. Yes, this woman was visually similar. But she couldn’t possibly be the same person. My dear lady, I smiled, the stranger I met two days ago was named Jack Grey.

How peculiar, the lady frowned. Isn’t that the name of Nabakov’s assassin in Pale Fire? Jakob Gradus, Jacques d’Argus, Jack Grey.

The room was feeling exceptionally stuffy. Madam, I said, please stop toying with me.

Where did you meet this woman, Professor? Could you describe her?

Straight black hair, I said, not unlike your own. Of similar dimensions to yourself. Around the same age as you. Also with green eyes . . .

Professor Goodwin, listen to yourself, really!

Suddenly I felt faint. From across the room, Jackson Pollock’s vicious squirls and squiggles began to swarm. Was this how Jakob Gradus planned to murder me? Assassination by midcentury modernism? Death via oily abstraction?

That is all I remember.

My canvas turned as black as Goya’s satanic goat.

 
  

 It was Friedrich, our Bavarian security guard, who found me on the gallery floor.

He helped me to my feet and handed me my cane. He then insisted upon calling an ambulance.

I insisted otherwise.

But Herr Professor, it took me a full minute to rouse you. I fear it may be heart palpitations. I have an uncle who . . .

Nonsense, I interrupted, this is clearly a case of Stendahl syndrome.

He looked confused.

When Stendhal first visited Florence, I explained, he encountered so much beauty, the poor Frenchman almost fainted. There have been hundreds of modern-day cases, visitors to Florence similarly afflicted—the statue of David, the Galleria degli Uffizi. Stendahl syndrome.

Freddie looked grateful.

Herr Professor, said Freddie, do you think Georgia O’Keeffe’s erotic figs caused this artistic rapture?

Don’t be odious, I grimaced. It must have been a delayed reaction to our Tintoretto.

But you hadn’t yet reached the Renaissance rooms.

Friedrich, I snapped, I have an excellent memory for cherubs!

I dusted myself off and fixed Freddie with a glare. Now then, I said, did you happen to see a somewhat attractive dark-haired lady in our gallery today?

Certainly, said Freddie. She entered a few minutes after you, Professor.

I sighed, relieved at not having invented the encounter. I then made Friedrich promise never to mention either the fainting incident or the raven-haired lady to anyone. Freddie crossed his heart and hoped to die, before flashing me an odious wink that implied something terribly coarse.

I exited the gallery by way of the modern sculpture garden, feeling rather sickened.

 
  

 Ah, comrade, you now wish me to compare the dark temptress encountered in the gallery to the Isabelle Oldman of Black Milk?

Well, one declines to do so. And why? Because one has now buried all images of those damp Oxford days at the end of a dark hole. Besides, even if our temptress looked like that poisonous Oldman, I would suspect the hiring of a body double, a mirror image.

There exist dark forces in this world. Several times in the past they attempted to trick your mentor with doppelgängers. For instance, I was once confined to bed in my college rooms, recovering from a vile disease of some kind, when I was visited by a whole crowd of such doppelgängers, villains pretending to be members of my family, no less. This was, of course, impossible. My entire family was wiped out in a horrific speedboat accident on the Venetian Lagoon. I denounced the scoundrels at my bedside as frauds and escaped to Mexico before they could have their evil way with me. After several Oaxacan adventures, I slithered the length of South America with Kurt, my trusty German companion. Poor Kurt! When did the changeover occur? My suspicions were roused in Buenos Aires. And by the time we landed in New York, I was certain. My friend Kurt had been dispatched and replaced with yet another body double. I was most fortunate to extract myself from that dangerous situation.

No, when it comes to my Oxford past, I have chosen to blot out all images.

Tears gushing down the cheeks of a girl in a ball gown, for example. The face of a blond youth, screaming in terror. A father’s miserable fury at the loss of his son . . .

Enough. Enough. I will not.

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 14, 2019

 

 Our latest vignette has arrived, comrade. Our Mystery Sender continues to move closer, their postmarks creeping steadily up the eastern seaboard. The latest vignette was mailed from a boorish corner of New Jersey.

Atlantic City, America’s Playground. Perhaps the chapter now sitting on my sofa spent some time in a casino bedroom. What a beastly idea.

Goodness, I should have worn gloves when I tore into the package.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 11

 
 Ali awoke, jumped out of bed and threw up in the sink. He spat out sticky remnants and turned on the faucet.

What was that? Ali hadn’t consumed any alcohol the night before. Gerry McCain was off the sauce for a week because of his upcoming tour. Ali had joined him in drinking only ginger ale, a peculiar form of father-and-son bonding.

He squinted at the mirror, looking like something recently washed ashore, his own stomach acid clawing at his tooth enamel.

A minute later, Ali threw up again. And then twice more, the yellow liquid turning steadily thinner.

Returning to bed, he tried to work out what was happening.

In Buckley Hall, while Ali toweled his hair, Gerry began listing and then discounting various activities they might engage in. They were in Gerry’s game room, near a blue-felted American pool table flanked by two pinball machines and numerous arcade games, several of them with plastic assault weapons. Gerry deemed all these diversions too fuhkin loud. The mother and sister of pregnant Arantxa were staying with them, bloody spies, and Gerry was playing a daily game of hide-and-seek.

“What we really need is a garden activity,” he said, peering out at the still-teeming rain. “I’ve got a couple of shotguns. You wanna head out and shoot some squirrels?”

While Ali was eager for a relationship-building activity, shooting squirrels in the middle of a thunderstorm was somehow unappealing. And he had a ready-made excuse.

“Ah,” he said, trying to sound disappointed, “I’m a vegetarian.”

Gerry looked confused. “Yeah?” he replied, scratching his ear. “But I didn’t say you need to fuhkin eat them.”

This was technically a sound point.

After another minute’s pacing, Gerry struck upon an idea. The two of them tiptoed into the hallway and down to the basement.

“This used to be the kitchen,” Gerry whispered, turning on a light. They were surrounded by wooden countertops piled with folded laundry. Gerry reached behind a box of powdered detergent and pulled out a key that opened a nearby door. Ushering his son into another room, Gerry closed and locked the door behind him, this space full of armchairs and sofas upholstered in purple suede.

“Get a load of this!” said Gerry, finding a remote and pressing a button.

On the far wall, a white screen descended from the ceiling with a whirr.

“Take a seat,” said Gerry, quickly adding, “Don’t worry, kiddo, this ain’t the porn dungeon.”

Ali sat on the purple sofa nearest the screen, while Gerry slid a VHS tape into an expensive-looking machine and then hit the remote. “I reckon you’ll dig this,” he said, dimming the lights.

The screen lit up milky-gray, like a blackboard only half-wiped clean. Three words appeared. Laurence Olivier presents . . .

The words faded. Music played. And a title appeared.

KING LEAR.

“This is the 1983 TV version. Must’ve seen it a hundred times.”

Gerry thumbed the remote. The music got louder.

“Don’t we have to keep quiet?” said Ali.

“We’re a hundred percent soundproofed,” Gerry shouted. “I could chop you up with a chainsaw down here. No one’d have a Scooby!”

“What’s a Scooby?” said Ali.

“Scooby Doo, rhymes with clue. Keep up, son!”

“Right,” said Ali, making his latest mental note.

As the opening credits faded, Gerry reached into a fridge and pulled out two ginger ales. “There’s plenty of beer if you prefer.”

“I’ll have what you’re having,” said Ali.

Gerry sat down beside him and placed the drinks on a low table. When the two of them reached for their ginger ales at the same time, the hairs on the backs of their fingers brushed.

And then they relaxed on the sofa, figures beginning to gather on the screen.

Back in his college bedroom now, Ali was feeling immeasurably cold beneath a clammy set of sheets. He pulled the comforter closer to his body. And then something happened that caused him to freeze. Somehow, the figures from his father’s home cinema were making their way across his nightstand—which now looked like a stage, a miniature Stonehenge at its center, the same as on the screen the day before.

Ali wiped his eyes. But the figures remained, Kent and Gloucester, chess piece size, meeting by one of the stones.

The Earl of Kent spoke. “I thought the King had more affected the Duke of Albany than Cornwall.”

Ali shook his head.

“It did always seem so to us,” said Gloucester, “but now in the division of the kingdom, it appears not which of the dukes he values most.”

Kent lifted his arm and pointed to a third tiny figure. “Is not this your son, my lord?”

It was Edmund, Gloucester’s bastard son.

“His breeding, sir, hath been at my charge,” Gloucester laughed. “I have so often blushed to acknowledge him that now I am brazed to it.”

Gerry pressed pause on the remote control and slapped Ali’s shoulder.

“That reminds me,” he chuckled. “I wanted to name you Edmund. But your mum wasn’t having it.”

“Edmund, as in the bastard son from King Lear?”

“Spot-on,” said Gerry, patting Ali’s thigh. “See, I was midway through writing Poor Naked Wretches, snatched every inch of that album from King Lear, like anyone noticed. And Edmund seemed like the perfick name for my bastard son. Very . . . Wait, there’s a word for it . . .”

“Twisted!” said Ali.

“Nah, meta!” said Gerry. “Very fuhkin meta.”

“But Edmund’s the bad guy. You wanted to name me after, and I quote, the abhorred villain? The unnatural, detested, brutish villain?”

“Look,” said Gerry. “I reckon Edmund’s got every right to be a bit of a rascal.”

“A bit of a rascal? He tricks and sells out his father, whose eyes get plucked out—live onstage.”

Gerry laughed. “I fuhkin love that scene. How does it go? Out vile jelly!”

“Where is thy luster now?” Ali snarled.

“Go thrust him out at gates, and let him smell his way to Dover.”

“Smell his way to Dover!” said Ali. “Man, it’s genuinely horrifying. And all of this thanks to Edmund, the blinded earl’s bastard son, whose name you wanted to bestow upon me!”

“But bastard Edmund stands up on that stage and speaks to the audience like a man. Looks us square in the eye and makes a knockout case. Why should Edmund the bastard be considered base for being born out of wedlock? Edmund’s a good-looking lad—who his dad loves more than Edgar, the idiot half brother. Why should weeds like Edgar inherit everything because of nonsense rules about being the eldest? Or being born legitimate? This world’s always been dog-eat-dog, mate, and the bastard son knows it. Edmund’s a go-getter. I grow, I prosper . . .”

“Now, gods, stand up for bastards!” Ali joined in.

“I’ll let you in on a secret,” said Gerry, waving his ginger ale. “You and me, we’re two bastard peas from the same pod, son.”

“What?” said Ali, thinking this through. “No, your parents were married fifteen years before you were born. And they had two children before you. How can that possibly be true?”

“Ah,” said Gerry, “now therein lies a tale. So it’s 1946, right, when out I pop from the womb, splat, ugly little thing. The Second World War was only a few months over. And my old man’s fresh from fighting and fucking his way across France. You ask Mum, he was the life and soul before the war. I wouldn’t know. He beat the shit out of me most weeks. Always wondered what I’d done to deserve it. I felt like an alien growing up in our home, older brother and sister getting all the good attention. The moment I picked up a guitar, age eleven, I swore I’d be out the front door, soon as, and never look back. Okay, fast-forward. I’m forty-eight—forty-fuhkin-eight—and Mum sends me a letter. Second-class mail, two weeks ago. And why now? Because my old man’s turned so senile on good days he thinks my sister, Elaine, is his wife. And on bad days she’s some French skirt called Céline. Says some filthy stuff, as it happens. Anyway, I open this letter, blah blah blah, the time’s come to tell you, Gerald, your dad isn’t your biological father. Your real father was an American serviceman. We only knew each other for one day and I never learned his surname . . . You’ve gotta be kidding me, right? So I’m getting this massive psychological turd dumped on me and my only clue is—American? Anyway, whoosh, I’m straight down to Chatham. I look that nasty piece of work in the eye and say, listen to me, you old git, now I understand why you beat half the fuhkin life out of me.

“He says, no idea what you mean, Tommy. We were always best friends . . . Okay, so Tommy’s his dead brother, copped a Nazi bayonet in El Alamein. Anyway, end of story. Thanks very much, Mum!”

Gerry paused to pick up his ginger ale. “Wait, I think there was a point. Right,” he said, raising the can to toast, “so let’s hear it for all the proud fuhkin Edmunds of the world.”

“So we’re both half American, then,” said Ali.

“Turns out,” said Gerry.

Ali blinked again at his nightstand. There was Laurence Olivier, four inches tall, wearing a tiny crown, sitting on a throne, center stage, various characters and courtiers gathered around. “Tell me, my daughters,” said the king, “which of you shall we say doth love us most?” Ali watched as Goneril stepped forward, falling to her knees. “Sir, I love you more than word can wield the matter, dearer than eyesight . . .”

Next up, the second daughter, Regan. And then it was Cordelia’s turn, Lear’s favorite child. “Now our joy,” said the king, “although our last and least, to whose young love . . .”

Ali reached across the purple sofa for the remote and hit pause.

Gerry turned to him and they spoke the next line together.

“The vines of France and milk of Burgundy . . .”

“Any special reason you paused it there?” said Gerry.

“It’s the opening line of a song,” said Ali. “Black Milk.”

“You spotted that, did you?”

“That and the fact all the song’s verses are written in iambic pentameter.”

Gerry snorted. “I reckon you’re the only person’s ever noticed.”

“Seriously?”

“No one else ever said nuffink.” Gerry sniffed. “I’m just some crude bloke with a shit voice who wiggles his hips onstage.”

“Does anyone else know what the song’s about?” said Ali.

“Do you?” Gerry replied.

“I’ve got a theory.”

“Go on, then, son.”

Recalling the scene in his college bedroom, Ali felt like he was watching everything unfold on Gerry’s home cinema screen. But the scene was moving in fast-forward mode, Ali rapidly espousing his theory, Gerry’s head flickering, a series of affirmatory nods. And then they were speeding upstairs to Buckley Hall’s dining room and everything slowed down again.

The table in the room was long enough to host twenty guests.

“I ain’t gonna lie to you, son. Arantxa’s not exactly over the moon about me asking you to dinner.”

“Why does she think I’m here?”

Gerry scratched his head. “To kill our unborn child was her first theory,” he said. “Don’t worry, kiddo, I calmed her down. Now she just thinks you’re here for the cash.”

“Is that what you think?”

“No, son.”

Ali sat down and Gerry took the spot next to him. “You might wanna bite your tongue for a bit,” he said. “Arantxa needs to be waited out. Like thunderstorms.”

Several moments later, a door opened and three women marched in. Ali recognized the first, Arantxa, her rounded belly stretching the lower third of a scarlet T-shirt.

Cosmetically, all three of them were indistinguishable, with identically penciled brows and elegantly painted lips. The mother appeared barely older than Gerry and smaller than her daughters.

“Aye-aye,” said Gerry. “By the pricking of my thumbs, something wicked this way comes.”

Arantxa gave Gerry a tired look. Her mother and sister sat down. And then a man in black tails and white gloves entered, holding a silver platter topped with five steaming bowls. Arantxa selected one and carried it to the table.

“Since when do you serve dinner?” said Gerry.

“We have an honored guest,” Arantxa snapped, “who required a special vegetarian meal—at zero notice.” She dropped a bowl of stew in front of Ali. “Such an asshole,” she whispered, toiling back around the table, taking her seat with a heavy sigh. The man in white gloves served the other four stews. And the uncomfortable meal commenced.

The bowl in front of Ali was half-filled with orange broth. Bobbing in the liquid were yellow bell peppers and green onions. Everyone else appeared to have some kind of white fish as well.

Ali sipped the broth. Tomato and coconut with some kind of faint bitter undercurrent. “Delicious,” he said, smiling across the table. For the rest of the meal, Ali bit his tongue as Gerry had suggested.

After dinner Gerry walked him outside. His driver, a man named Hurley, was waiting in a purple Rolls Royce to return Ali to Oxford, the storm’s silent flashes only distant spasms now.

“I’m glad you came,” said Gerry.

“Me too,” said Ali. “So when can we . . . ?”

“Yeah,” Gerry interrupted, “about that. Look, you’re a smashing kid, Ali. And I’m a properly shit dad, fuck knows how many times over.”

“I forgive you,” said Ali.

“Nah, don’t do that. See, this was special. But best make it a once in a lifetime performance. Go out on a high note. Anyway, Ali, you’re all grown up. I’ve missed the boat, mate. And now I’m a changed man. New kid coming. Gonna do it right this time. You know, take Cordelia for pony rides, games in the park, make snowmen, all that shit.”

“Cordelia,” said Ali, “the name of King Lear’s daughter?”

“Yeah, doesn’t augur too well, does it, mate? But Arantxa likes it.”

The stage beside Ali’s bed was empty, its characters and stones vanished. He heard the sound of knocking but couldn’t move his lips.

Izzy and Guy came into his bedroom but the closer they got, the smaller they appeared. Were they shrinking or was Ali growing larger? By the time they reached his bed, they were the same size as Kent and Gloucester.

“Ali, what’s wrong?” said tiny Izzy, from the edge of his bed.

“Shit,” said Guy, pointing up at him. “Look at his mouth!”

“We have to call an ambulance,” said Izzy.

A third tiny figure appeared at the edge of Ali’s bed.

Izzy turned and froze. “Who are you?” she said. “Wait, you’re . . .”

“Gerry McCain,” said Gerry, pushing past the Oldmans. “I’m Ali’s fuhkin father.”

“I’ll call an ambulance,” said Guy.

Gerry grabbed Guy’s arm. “They can’t do nuffink,” he said.

Ali felt something ugly spilling from his mouth, soaking into his bedcovers, then his chest.

“If anything happens to him . . .” said Izzy.

“Stand back, I’ve got this,” said Gerry.

On his lips, Ali tasted the same bitter undercurrent that had been lurking in the bowl of orange broth. He tried to move, the voices in the room getting fainter, three figures shrinking until they almost disappeared behind a fold of cloth.

“This is some deep Amazonian shit,” said Gerry. “Gimme a hand. He’s gotta eat this.”

“What is it?”

“Some kind of mushroom. Hold his mouth open.”

The voices were shrinking as well, Ali now so tall, his body was about to burst through the roof of the tower.

“Come on, eat it. You gotta swallow, Ali. Please, swallow it, son, fuhkin swallow.”

 
  

 They were all dressed in black. Izzy and Guy, Emma and Victor. William Wynne-Goode was comforting his cousin Bob.

Everyone but William was crying. And even William looked gloomy. In fact, the small crowd was crying so mournfully, the hall began filling up with gallons of tears. Soon, the pool of tears was deep enough it covered everyone’s shoes, their ankles.

All at once, everyone stopped crying, the sound of pattering feet drawing their attention. No one seemed surprised to see a White Rabbit.

“Oh, the duchess, the duchess!” the White Rabbit muttered.

“No, didn’t I explain?” William laughed. “Rules are rules, sir. Lady Orpington-Brice will never be a duchess!”

“Oh, won’t she be savage!” said the White Rabbit.

“Savage?” William smirked. “You’re a fine one to talk,” he laughed.

The White Rabbit must have been nine feet tall and was towering over William, even though William was wearing his top hat.

The creature was laughing as well, its jaws opening wider and wider.

“Off with his head!” someone shouted.

The pool of tears had turned into a red river. The rabbit’s eyes were pink and the white tufts of his chin bloodstained.

“Off with his head!” someone shouted.

The White Rabbit began working his jaws around everyone.

“One rather supposes this might be the end,” said William.

Everything went black.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 12

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 14, 2019

 

 What a repellent trick, leaving us hanging in this fashion! I demand to know what happened next.

One has recently suffered from violent flashbacks concerning Ali’s downfall. But your mentor’s mind is so overburdened, he cannot recall the precise order of events. Is this really the end for our blue-eyed boy?

What a stunning reversal in temperament I am experiencing. It would appear I now care about the well-being of our young American. Has my sympathy come too late?

I take nothing back, however. I have labeled Alistair McCain a ditzy naif, a half-wit, his scribblings pathetic. I have laughed heartily while apprehending the boy’s end. And yet, despite my better judgment, I now find myself willing the child to survive his fever dream.

If one is actually starting to care about the Californian dolt, where is this supposed to lead? To your commentator’s salvation? His catharsis? Perhaps even some kind of literal release?

This state of affairs is astonishing. I wonder if there now exist two entirely different souls in my body. On one side there stands the wise soul, the educated gentleman, the gimlet-eyed commentator. And on the other there kneels a sucker, the foolish victim of wanton manipulation. I even feel myself welling up while penning these words . . .

 
  

 Never fear! Several hours have passed and your gimlet-eyed commentator is back, ready to embark upon a literary duel.

One is responding, naturally, to the preposterous insinuation that our ditzy Californian had some kind of insight into the lyrics of Black Milk.

Comrade, the young American failed to complete his studies in English literature. I, meanwhile, am a distinguished professor in the field.

Therefore, you will find below Gerald McCain’s words to Black Milk, presented exactly as one finds them on the tawdry web. Your commentator will be revealing the deeper meaning of the work once we have struggled our way through the unmitigated horror show.

 
  The vines of France and milk of Burgundy
 Are comfort for the knave who must be free
 Who had his fill, who retched and ran away
 The sun will not return to him today†
  
 You’re sucking
 Black milk
 You’re sucking
 Black milk
 You’re sucking
 Black milk
 You’re sucking sucking sucking sucking sucking . . .
 Black milk!
  
 The black milk–livered man stares at the sun†
 And downs another bottleful for fun
 The knave who made a fool of everyone
 Is destined for a lifetime on the run
  
 [Repeat chorus]
  
 Oh, sun, forgive the knave, in tears he drowns†
 When from the tower golden hair spills down
 This milky gentleness and course of yours
 Will take you to a higher heaven’s doors
  
 [Repeat chorus x 2]

 

  

 Wine Hour beckons and therefore, comrade, I will save my most searing analysis for another time. But before I reach for the corkscrew, a few notes.

Your commentator has daggered three lines from the song. On each occasion, one believes the tawdry web has misrepresented the words! The first instance should, in fact, read—

The son will not return to him today.

Similarly, the word should be son in the other two daggered lines.

Now then, something else one should point out is that, rather than having an immeasurably coarse meaning, the song’s title is patently a metaphor. Black milk is a stand-in for alcohol, Gerry’s dark nourishment, his painkiller and narcotic.

Taken together, these two revelations lead to a specific interpretation of the song. Let us zoom in on the line—the black milk–livered man stares at the son.

Clearly this refers to a drunken Gerry, sometime around midnight, his cirrhotic liver filled with booze, taking one last look at his sleeping baby boy, Ali, before fleeing straight into the arms of another woman.

Yes, Black Milk is a song about alcoholism, treachery and regret. And your distinguished scholar is perhaps the only person alive, other than the awful rocker himself, who is cognizant of this fact.

And . . . scene!

Thank you, comrade, for your generous applause. And perhaps now you understand why I am so respected in the upper circles of academia.

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 16, 2019

 

 Very few words, comrade. Other than yippee! A new package in my cubby. About to dive in. Desperate to know what happened. See you on the other side.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 13

 
 Ali opened his eyes.

“Christ,” said Izzy, “you’re alive. Thank God you’re alive.”

It took Ali several minutes to regain the power of speech, his lips able to move but his throat sore and dry.

Apparently, Gerry had rushed to Cockbayne after Arantxa admitted to adding something poisonous to Ali’s meal.

“You know we have to report this to the police,” said Izzy, after Gerry explained the events leading up to the bowl of poisoned broth.

“Have a heart,” said Gerry. “Arantxa’s pregnant, hormones going gangbusters. And she’s fuhkin contrite.”

“Your wife tried to kill Ali,” Izzy protested.

“To be totally fair, she did cure him as well,” said Gerry, shaking a small plastic bag.

Finally, Ali could feel words forming at the back of his throat.

“No police,” he whispered. “All’s well that ends well.”

Izzy moved to the bed and took both his hands. “Ali, how do you feel? We’ve been terrified.”

“Much better,” said Ali. “Although the dreams were insane. I saw a giant white rabbit in a river of blood.”

“Gerry,” said Guy, “any chance you could get me some of those shrooms?”

“Wait,” said Ali. “White rabbit. That’s it, Izzy. I know what we should perform at Drama Cuppers.”

“You do understand,” said Izzy, touching Ali’s brow, “that you nearly just died?”

“Technically, we don’t know that at all!” Gerry interjected.

“Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland,” said Ali, “reimagined for the stage by Izzy-Ali Productions.”

“You’re delirious,” said Izzy. “Although your temperature does appear to have come down.”

“You can adapt it,” said Ali. “A writer and actor, Izzy, just like Dickens.”

“I suppose it is an Oxford tale,” said Izzy. “Wasn’t Lewis Carroll a don at Grace Chapel?”

Gerry performed an attention-seeking cough. “Well, as enlightening as I’m finding this, I need to make tracks—literally.” Gerry moved closer to the bed. “Listen, son, sorry again for the wife’s misdemeanor.”

Izzy looked up at him. “You know you’ve got a hell of a lot of making up to do—even without the poisoning.”

“True enough,” said Gerry. “But as I told Ali, I’m a shit fuhkin dad. And by the way, Cleopatra, you’re gonna need a shedload of hair dye to make a convincing Alice.”

“Maybe it’s Ali’s Adventures in Wonderland,” said Guy. “He’s got the right hair color for it, after all.”

“Same hair as your mother.” Gerry sniffed. “Guess if there’s any of me in you, it shows up elsewhere.”

Ali moved his fingers dramatically to his chest. “I am a bastard begot,” he said.

Gerry started to laugh. “Bastard instructed,” he said, wagging a finger, “bastard in mind, bastard in valour.”

“I think we might be missing something here,” said Guy.

“Shakespeare,” said Gerry, “Troilus and Cressida.” He stared at Ali a while and pulled a small card from his pocket. “My manager’s number,” he said, placing it on the nightstand. “Mobile phone. Thinks he’s cock of the walk every time he makes a call. Anyway, we’re on tour for a while. But give me a bell, yeah? Now I really gotta run, Ali. Farewell, bastard.”

 
  

 A few minutes after Gerry’s exit, William Wynne-Goode leaned his head around Ali’s bedroom door. “Your father just informed me you might be feeling a trifle under the weather. If there’s anything one can do, Alistair, just say the word.”

“We’ve got this, William,” said Izzy.

“Thanks for the offer,” said Ali.

“Perfectly charming chap, as it happens,” said William. “One can picture your father going down rather well at the Union. Oh, any chance you’ll be feeling better by Saturday evening, Ali?”

“I’m actually feeling better already.”

“Splendid. Would you like to attend a small soirée? I’m hosting a gathering, private room at the rear of the Churchill.”

“Sounds great,” said Ali.

“I wish I could make room for the two of you as well.” William switched his gaze between Izzy and Guy. “Limited numbers, unfortunately.”

“To be honest,” said Izzy, “I’m feeling all soiréed out this term.”

“But it’s only second week,” said William.

“Izzy’s something of a soirée monster,” said Guy.

“Yes,” William chuckled, “I rather fear I’m acquiring that reputation myself. Anyway, six o’clock tomorrow, Ali. Don’t worry, it’s not dreadfully formal. Black tie will suffice.”

 
  

 The private room was tucked beyond a maze of wood-paneled corridors. This being the second time Ali had needed a tuxedo, he’d decided to buy one at a used clothing store, a miraculous fit smelling only faintly of mildew.

Stepping toward a door marked The Pitt Room, Ali stroked the silk of his jacket’s shawl collar and looked down at his shoes, shiny as oil.

Opening the door, he spotted T-bone—although Ali had to look twice to be sure, T-bone having shed his dreadlocks.

“Excellent to see you again,” said T-Bone, this time without any trace of Jamaican accent. “You’re Alistair, right?”

“Yes, but call me Ali.”

T-bone’s hair was chopped down to something punkier with an unnatural orange glow. “Glad we’re getting a second opportunity to talk. Between you and me, I was a teensy bit tanked at the Saracens bash. But listen, who do you know here? I’m more than happy to make introductions.”

Ali looked around. The room was oak-paneled and decorated in green wallpaper. Standing around were a dozen young men in dinner jackets and one older gentleman with white hair and a matching ivory tuxedo.

“Well, obviously William’s my roommate,” said Ali. “But I don’t know anyone else.”

“Come with me,” said T-bone, placing his hand between Ali’s shoulder blades, leading him to the end of a long table that dominated the room. T-bone picked up a glass and struck it with a knife. “Listen up, you gaggle of windbags! This is our delightful American friend, Alistair, who may permit you to call him Ali if you don’t bore him to death. Ali, feel free to call any of these chaps you old scumbag, other than our distinguished guest, Professor Starling.”

The gentleman with white hair raised his glass to Ali.

“But in no particular order—well, other than clockwise—that vile reprobate next to William is Sam-Sam, so despicable they named him twice, then Nat, Kit, Jakester, Maxi Millions, Iggy . . . Oh, what the hell, you’ll work it out. Now, will nobody pour this excellent man some champagne? And I’ll have two of what he’s having. To Alistair!”

The room filled with a roar, everyone thundering Ali’s name. Looking around, he recalled two or three faces from the black barn, young men in top hats. A glassful of bubbles was soon in his hand and William began moving awkwardly around the table.

“Enchanting crowd, don’t you think?” said William, coming up next to T-bone.

“You’re all Saracens, then?” said Ali.

“No. Mixed crowd. A few Grey Hares, some Union hacks and Old Ecclesiasts.”

“But no women!” Ali observed.

“Ah, well, most of the gentlemen gathered here attended boarding schools, venerable boys-only institutions,” William explained. “We’ve been raised to feel comfortable in the male environment. Which isn’t to say we’re all bumbling and gauche in female company.”

“Although several of these miscreants are!” T-bone winked at Ali.

“Anyway, do please briefly excuse me,” said William, still wincing at T-bone’s interjection. “I currently need to check on supper’s whereabouts.”

After placing his champagne on the table, William straightened his tie and bounded from the room, his long limbs covering the distance in a few strides.

“He must like you,” said T-bone, tilting his head. “He’s got you seated by the great Starling. Willy’s a fan. Apparently, they’ve signed up the professor for a TV show, six episodes on the English Civil War.”

“What in the hell should I talk to him about?” Ali asked.

“Don’t worry.” T-bone patted Ali’s arm. “You’re from the States. He’ll love you. Professor Starling admires Americans for their—what is it?—balls-out patriotism. What Starling hates most in the world is the lily-livered handwringing of the liberal elite.”

“You seem to know a lot about him,” said Ali.

“Unavoidably,” said T-bone. “He’s my history tutor at Grace Chapel. He can be incredibly charming when he’s not making a point of national importance.”

William Wynne-Goode had returned to the room and imitated T-bone’s glass-and-knife act, ting ting ting, although with less immediate success. “Gentlemen, gentlemen, dinner is mere minutes away. May I suggest we locate our assigned seats. You’ll find place cards on napkins, the claret is en route, Chateau Peyraguey when pudding arrives . . .”

“Good luck,” said T-bone, gripping Ali’s elbow. “And remember, you’re a star-spangled son of Uncle Sam.”

Professor Starling was seated at the head of the table when Ali arrived at his spot.

“Aha, our American friend,” Professor Starling greeted him. “How did you end up in the clutches of such rarefied company?” The professor sounded like the British newsreaders Ali had heard on the radio, resonant voices ringing with confidence.

“I’m William’s roommate,” he replied.

“Splendid.” The professor smiled. “The son of our finest politician since Benjamin Disraeli. Have you been fortunate enough to meet William’s father, Sir Frederick Wynne-Goode?”

“Very fortunate indeed.” Ali nodded with actorly aplomb.

“Of course, some in this country might disagree.” Professor Starling rolled his eyes. “But Sir Frederick gave the working classes permission to get rich—and the rich permission to get richer. Is there anything morally wrong with such a philosophy, young man?”

Ali decided to answer honestly this time. “I really have no idea.”

“Perfect,” Professor Starling chuckled. “A tabula rasa, my favorite kind of slate, ready to absorb the ideas of the best. And you’ve come to the right place!”

“By the right place, do you mean Oxford, Professor Starling, or the seat next to you?”

Starling laughed. “Oh, we’re going to get on famously, young man. I was referring to Oxford, actually. But I won’t lie. I now prefer your second option. Anyway, enough of this Professor Starling guff. Call me Peter.”

“Peter,” said Ali, raising his glass.

“Chin chin,” said Professor Starling, responding in kind. “Now tell me, Ali, what are you reading—and where?”

“English literature, Cockbayne.”

“Cockbayne.” Peter lit up. “One of our finer colleges. Then you fall under the auspices of Anton Belsky, I suppose. Excellent fellow. Sometimes a trifle severe.”

“Severe?” said Ali, his eyebrows lifting. “I hadn’t noticed at all,” he gasped.

Peter Starling roared with laughter and began striking the table with so much vigor the wine almost jumped from Ali’s glass. “Well put, young man, perfectly judged. Now, tell me something else. Have you joined any of Oxford’s dining clubs? I believe you’re not a Saracen.”

Ali leaned in closer to Peter, as if not wishing to make a scene. “I was given the impression I’m too low-born for the Saracens.”

“Low-born?” said Peter. “Nonsense! Why, I myself was brought up as—” the professor switched to a nasal northern accent “—Pete from Manchester. And I’ll take a brew if you’re putting kettle on, cock.” After this, he switched back to his newsreader voice. “No, there’s no such bar to entry, Ali. Perhaps you require a sponsor, someone who admires your New World vivacity.”

Although Peter’s words were exhilarating, Ali sensed that excessive eagerness would be the wrong play. He replied in a low voice, “I’m not sure I could afford the uniform, Peter.”

“Oh, don’t worry about such things. You’re speaking to someone who arrived in this city clothed in little more than the stench of factory smoke. People like us have a certain advantage over those from financially riper backgrounds.” Peter scratched his cheek and grinned. “We have developed our wits on the streets.”

This was clearly the charming Starling that T-bone had mentioned. Was Peter only playing nice—or actually hinting that there existed a secret door into the Saracens, one that he could unlock? Ali mirrored the professor’s grin and raised his wineglass gratefully.

“Now, allow me to pose a riddle,” Professor Starling continued. “Tell me, Ali, who is the richest young man here, a room boasting oil riches, banking wealth and centuries of old money? Take your time, cogitate. You have until the main course arrives. And if you’ll excuse me, I should probably converse with Maximillian, the wealthy Austrian youth to my right, who is not our riddle’s solution. Although he does claim second spot! You can have that clue for free, young man!”

 
  

 T-bone made his way over as Ali was finishing his starter, a leek and potato soup marbled with swirls of cream.

“Come outside for a cigarette,” he said.

“I don’t smoke.”

“Then hop on for the ride.”

They made their way out of the Churchill Arms through its smoky lounge bar, Ali not understanding why T-bone couldn’t enjoy his cigarette inside.

“I just need some fresh air,” T-bone explained, sparking his lighter. “And I do realize the irony of that,” he added, taking his first drag. “Anyway, how’s it going with our exalted White Rabbit?”

“What’s that?” said Ali.

“Shit, I forgot, you’re not actually a Saracen. Ignore me, Ali, too much champers and vino already. Professor Starling hasn’t scared you into submission, then?”

“He was kinda nice to me,” said Ali.

“Now that is terrifying.” T-bone took a heavier drag on his cigarette.

“Is something wrong?” said Ali. “You seem . . .”

“Edgy?” said T-bone. “Look, I know they’re my crowd in there. But it doesn’t mean I love it all that much. I’d much rather hang out with you, Ali, someone who doesn’t . . .” T-bone waved his cigarette floridly.

“Doesn’t what?”

“I don’t know. Have preconceived notions. Or want something. Honestly, I can’t wait to leave Oxford.” T-bone’s head fell back against the pub wall.

“What will you do after college?” Ali asked.

“Probably work at Father’s bank.”

T-bone raised his cigarette and Ali noticed a hole in the elbow of his dinner jacket. “Which bank is your father at?” he asked.

“His bank,” said T-bone.

“Right, that’s what I’m asking. What’s his bank called?”

“No, it’s his bank,” said T-bone. “As in he owns it. You haven’t heard of De Beaune’s?”

“I hadn’t.” Ali paused, recalling Victor’s story, the future baron who took the rap for William’s father, the saber incident, a stranger’s finger cut off. Randolph de Beaune. No coincidence, surely.

“Is something wrong?” T-bone asked.

“No,” Ali responded, thinking it wise not to bring up the tale. “I just realized that must be the reason for your nickname. De Beaune, T-bone. What does the T stand for?”

“Thomas. But promise never to call me that.”

“Cross my heart.” Ali nodded.

“And don’t treat me any differently now you know my father owns a bank.”

“Why would I?”

“Whenever I meet new people,” T-bone shrugged, “I wonder what they want from me.”

“You think everyone’s after your money?”

T-bone looked up and blew his smoke into the night. “No, it’s more nebulous than that. The money’s secondary. It’s the influence that’s truly important. I mean, one day I’ll be running the bank. At which point, I can get a meeting or dinner with anyone I choose. The Foreign Secretary, Chancellor of the Exchequer. Even the Prime Minister. Who’ll probably be one of those idiots back in The Pitt Room. Smart money’s on William.”

“My roommate?”

“Indeed,” said T-bone. “We’re barely two weeks into first term and Willy’s already made a name for himself speechifying at the Union. He’s rather good, if you’re into that sort of thing. But a bunch of silly boys and girls pretending to be grand politicians is not my idea of fun. The tragedy is half of them will actually end up in the Houses of Parliament.”

“At which point, you will have dinner with them.”

“At which point, I will have dinner . . . God, Ali, it’s so depressing.”

“So when you’re in charge, sell the bank,” said Ali. “Travel around the world. Give all the money away.”

“Wouldn’t that be hilarious! Listen, I like you a lot.” T-bone pointed at him with the stub of his cigarette. “You say what you believe. Unlike that gaggle of goons inside—to whom we should probably return.”

“Why do you hang out with them if you don’t like them?”

“Because at least I know what they want,” said T-bone, dropping his cigarette and grinding it beneath his heel.

 
  

 Peter Starling noticed Ali stepping back into the room and lifted his hand to greet him. The gesture almost stopped Ali in his tracks. Professor Starling was missing the first finger on his right hand. Ali returned the wave but then bent down as if to tie a shoelace.

How crazy was this? Victor’s tale was true. Peter Starling must have been the unconscious stranger in the bar. And T-bone’s father had taken the rap for what William’s father had done. Now here he was, Pete from Manchester, at the head of the table, bearing not the faintest whiff of factory smoke. Was this how the Saracens had bought him off, with entry into their noble club? Probably with a good amount of money as well. Ali thought about T-bone’s slip. How’s it going with our exalted White Rabbit? And then about the toasts at the Saracens Opening Ball. To the all-knowing, all-powerful White Rabbit.

He straightened and returned to the table, performing his best version of a casual stroll.

Professor Starling greeted him brightly. “The fine young American returns.”

At Ali’s spot on the table there was a plate holding three rosy slices of meat, each one encased in pastry.

“Now, as I’m sure you recall,” said Peter, “the arrival of our venison Wellington signifies the final buzzer. Do you have a solution to my riddle?”

Ali remained on his feet, staring at his plate.

“Is there a problem? Don’t tell me you’re a Tibetan Buddhist or some other kind of meat refusenik?”

“Sorry,” said Ali, sitting down. “Just gathering my thoughts.” He picked up his cutlery and began sawing off a small bite of venison. Lifting it to his mouth, he chewed, closing his eyes as he swallowed.

“Yes, it’s rather good, isn’t it? The loin of the noble beast. From Lord Buckingham’s herd. William’s somehow related, I understand. What do you say, Ali? Is your roommate, our gracious host, the richest young man in the room?”

The venison tasted clean and sweet and wild. Eating it, however, surely represented a kind of failure. Of willpower, certainly. And also romantic failure, Izzy’s rejection, Ali’s acceptance of defeat. But when it came to Professor Starling’s riddle, he was determined to win.

Ali opened his eyes, recalling the small detail he’d noticed a few minutes earlier. “The richest young man in the room,” he declared, “is Thomas de Beaune.”

Leaning back in his chair, Peter laced his fingers. “Superb deduction.” He nodded. “And what led you to this impeccable conclusion?”

Ali cut himself more meat and stared into space as he swallowed, tasting a trace of iron, feeling as if he were standing beneath the canopy of a mighty oak.

“It was the hole in the elbow of his dinner jacket. It’s an old jacket and not a fresh hole. It might’ve been there since his grandfather wore it—the jacket was handed down. T-bone’s father didn’t care about repairing the damage. Then neither did T-bone. Why bother? There’s not anyone in the world they need to impress.”

Professor Starling paused, staring at Ali as if at a museum sculpture. “An inspired deduction, young man. Look, if you ever wish to abandon the dubious pleasures of literature, there’s a spot for you at Grace Chapel. I would gladly accompany you on a golden plunge through history’s treasure chest. Meanwhile, I feel strongly that sometimes the Saracens require an injection of fresh blood. Naturally, one shouldn’t forecast the future with an excess of certitude. But I wouldn’t be surprised, young Alistair, if you were to find something beguiling in your pigeonhole rather soon.”

 
  

 Ali was thrilled, both by the venison and Professor Starling’s attention. Had Peter really implied he’d be invited to join the Saracens?

He remembered the words of Victor and Izzy.

I just thought you should know what sort of people you’re dealing with, pal.

Brideshead Revisited isn’t a fantasy—it’s a horror story.

How would Victor feel if Ali joined a club mostly populated by the six and a half?

And yet, Ali sensed that being a Saracen might be fun. Why shouldn’t he want a better life? He had spent thirteen years living with his mom in El Montezuma, the apartment building in Palms, LA, its pointless gates guarded by a broken buzzer, its courtyard swimming pool filled with silt and the salty tears of broken dreams, most of them cried by his own mother, the heartbreak of her failed acting career and lost rock star. Hadn’t she even insisted Marty Van Wagner move from the west side up into the Hollywood Hills, the kind of home his mom must have dreamed of sharing with Gerry McCain, a twenties English Tudor filled with stone fireplaces and fake wooden beams?

And now Ali was here, surrounded by the real deal, the genuine article.

At Applewood, a school crammed full of rich teens swimming in circles like sharks, Ali had actually wanted to be let in to every one of their cliques. This was the dirty secret he hated to admit, even to himself.

Had Pete from Manchester once felt the same? Professor Starling certainly seemed happy with his present life, head of the table, enjoying his venison culled from Lord Buckingham’s private herd.

Another one of Marty’s lines came to mind, this one stolen from Groucho Marx. I don’t want to belong to any club that would have me as a member!

But wasn’t the logical extension of this line an even deeper truth? Ali desperately wanted to belong to any club that wouldn’t have him as a member. The cynical set, the sardonic crew, the drama pack. It was like wanting to know the contents of a locked box or what was happening behind the heavy velvet curtain. Perhaps there was something beautiful and better on the inside.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 14

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 16, 2019

 

 Your mentor has already hinted that our tale will end with some sort of unsavory incident, the precise details of which one cannot recall with complete specificity. However, what one does firmly remember is that the matter is closed.

Did the authorities not come to the selfsame conclusion? Speak, memory! Was anyone ever arrested for a crime? The answer is a resounding no.

 
  

 One finds oneself lying on the velvet sofa. My mind appears to have entered a peculiar triple-jump stage. It hops, it skips, it jumps. It flashes back to the moment Gerald McCain mentioned shotguns. Good grief, the incident sent shivers cascading down your fragile guide’s spine. How casually the rock star spoke of dispatching the local nut-munchers.

And how odd. My room appears to be devoid of its steadying tick, its reassuring tock. Have I neglected the daily ritual of winding up Charles Tickens? Or might I have chosen to silence the old boy for some esoteric reason?

A restorative walk is the solution. Perhaps I should venture into town. One bids you a temporary adieu.

 
  

 The midsize hamlet of Kidlington is not wholly absent of charms, although naturally they are all over a century old. Huntingham’s hometown is blessed with several stone houses dating from the late 1600s, an eighteenth-century Senate and several sturdy Victorian banks.

I took my usual path into town, and nearing the Monkey Jack Café—goodness—I almost walked into a gentleman, to whom I apologized.

Nae problem, big man, the gentleman responded.

I stopped in my tracks, the stranger’s Scottish brogue startling me. Aha, I proclaimed, a Celtic cousin, no less!

Cousin? the Scotsman chuckled. That’s a wee bit presumptuous.

Genetically or politically? I inquired.

Take your pick, pal.

I warmed immediately to this wee Scottish chap.

William Goodwin, I said, extending my hand.

Victor Campbell, the Scot replied, accepting my hand tentatively. Do you not remember me, William?

I’m perfectly certain this is our first encounter, I smiled.

Ach, I’d been warned about this, said the wee chappie, I just didn’t . . . Do you really not remember anything about Oxford?

Mr Campbell, I responded brusquely, you say you were warned. Warned by whom? This suggests our bumping into each other was no accident.

The Scotsman raised an eyebrow. Are you reading any good books, William?

Goodness, you’re a slippery fellow.

You see, pal, a friend of mine wrote a book. And apparently I play a minor role in it. Things don’t end too well for me in the story. But at least I made it out alive. And that’s something, no?

Mr Campbell, I said, are you threatening me?

Me threaten you? Absolutely not. Quite the opposite, in fact. You’re in no danger from any of us.

Aha, I sneered, I see your game, sir. Us, you say! This very much confirms the existence of a conspiracy to trick me, as I’ve long suspected.

I’m just here to say hi, big man, pure and simple. Keep calm, William, and everything will work out, I promise.

You’re a doppelgänger, sir. And I demand you tell me who sent you.

Look, said the Scotsman, his head bobbing awkwardly. How about I tell you who didn’t send me? Because that’s what’s really important. White Rabbit didn’t send me, so let’s be grateful for that. Just keep on reading, William. And maybe I’ll see you on the other side.

The other side of what?

With any luck, pal? The other side of the looking glass.

 
  

 I have returned to the safety of our campus, my mind awhirl. Because now they have tracked me down and hurled their doppelgängers in my face once more.

Victor Campbell. Yes, I was somewhat confused in the street. But obviously I remember reading about Victor, the Scot who puffs his way through the pages of Black Milk.

But the Victor on the streets of Kidlington was palpably a body double, an agent of the dark forces, those who would trick me for the sake of their twisted game.

Although, what if the wee chap one met today was actually the real McCoy?

Goodness, what a thought. First Isabelle, now Victor. Am I to be visited by all the ghosts of Oxford past? One wonders whether Emma shall be the next to throw herself into my luminous orbit. Or Guy, perhaps? Comrade, simmer down!

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 18, 2019

 

 I rest my fingers on the latest spiral-bound pages of Black Milk. Your mentor takes a deep breath. And down, giddily down, into the deep hole our amusement ride plunges.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 15

 
 Ali was still half-asleep when he trudged from his bedroom the next morning, only to find William Wynne-Goode had made him a cup of tea.

“Milk, no sugar,” William said, pointing toward the cup and saucer. “I took a wild stab.”

Did this act of tea making suggest his roommate had a new level of respect for Ali? Sipping bravely, Ali discovered that, as with many things, hot tea was more tolerable the second time around.

Then came a knock on the door. William opened it to a young man, his face familiar from the night before. Jakester? Iggy? The two of them drew close and exchanged half-whispered words.

When they were done, William closed the door and clasped his hands behind him. “Good Lord, Alistair. I’ve just received rather brutal news.”

Ali cradled his teacup as William stared off to one side.

“I’ve no idea how one should announce such calamity, Alistair. The thing is I’ve just been informed that Professor Peter Starling is no longer amongst us.”

“You mean the Saracens?” said Ali.

“Dear me.” William pinched his brow. “If someone informed you of Peter’s connection with the Saracens, he had no business doing so. But no. Professor Starling was found dead in Grace Chapel this morning.”

Ali felt an odd plunging sensation, as if a hole had opened up beneath him.

William crossed the room and turned on his radio, the hourly news being read out. They listened together a while, William with his head held in his hands. Until finally—

Professor Peter Starling, an academic at Grace Chapel, Oxford, has been found dead on college property. Police say Professor Starling appeared to have died sometime around midnight. His body was discovered in Grace Chapel College early this morning by a member of staff. Police wouldn’t respond to questions as to whether they’re treating the death as suspicious. Professor Starling was known for his sometimes fiery appearances on Radio Four’s Ethical Matters, his controversial book, The Seven Unsayable Truths, and had just begun filming a television series for the BBC on the English Civil War.

The French President, François Mitterrand . . .

Turning off the radio, William moved to fall heavily into his armchair. “How ghastly,” he said with a deep sigh. “According to Iggy, he was found at the bottom of the staircase leading to his rooms in Grace Chapel, lying in a rather sizable pool of blood. On the face of things, it seems he must have tripped on the stairs and suffered a lethal fall.”

Ali couldn’t help but picture Peter’s mound of white hair stained red.

“When do you suppose Professor Starling left our dinner, Alistair? He seemed to hurry away when pudding was served, correct?”

“That’s right,” said Ali. “He jumped up and said something about how late it was getting.”

“Around eleven, then,” said William.

“And then he said, a minor spot of Saracenic bureaucracy to attend to.”

“Hmm, that could be anything at all. Were you conversing with him until his departure?”

Ali nodded.

“Forgive me for asking, but how far under the influence of Bacchus was the professor?”

“You mean, was he drunk?”

William grimaced and tilted his head.

“Maybe a little. You were incredibly generous with the free wine, William.”

His roommate twisted his neck as if nursing some tightness. “Did Professor Starling inform you of his immediate destination?”

Ali paused to think. “He said, back to Graceland as he left. That’s a play on words, William, Graceland was . . .”

“Yes,” William interrupted sternly, “I comprehend the musical reference. I’m not an imbecile.” And then his chin dropped leadenly. “My apologies. Grief paints us all with her own particular brush. Very well, Alistair, I suppose now is as good a time as any for us to pay a visit to the Oxford police station. It’s very much our duty as upright citizens to share the information we possess.”

 
  

 “No one’s seen you for days,” said Ali.

Victor was sitting on his bed, puffing lazily on a cigarette. “Is that a problem, pal?” he said. His ashtray hadn’t been emptied for some time, despite the room’s wastebasket being nearby.

“Are you sick or something?”

“Aye,” said Victor, “sick of this fuckn place—the whole city, the university, Cockbayne College, its ridiculous system, gowns, tutorials, Anton fuckn Belsky.”

Ali tried to push back the sense of hurt Victor’s words provoked. Ali was in love with everything that Victor apparently despised—other than their tutor, of course. “Did something else happen with Belsky?” he asked.

“Aye, the stunted psycho spotted me nipping out to buy fags,” said Victor. “Decided to have another wee try. Recruitment drive. Join the hunt! I told him where to shove his shite all over again.”

“Shove what?” said Ali. “You still haven’t told me what happened in his room.”

Victor puffed tentatively on his cigarette. “I’m not supposed to talk about it,” he said. “He’s either a wee manipulative fuck or he’s telling the truth. I’m not overjoyed about either possibility.”

“Just tell me what’s going on, Victor. I swear I won’t tell a soul.”

“Let’s just say he wants me to prove my worth. And then I can have it all, apparently. Money, power, all that pish.” Victor hesitated as if he wasn’t prepared to say any more. “By the way,” he added, his tone mellowing, “I hear you finally reconnected with your dad, Ali.”

“I did and it was awesome. There was a thunderstorm, we sprinted to Buckley Hall together . . .”

“Ach, I’m that happy for you.”

Ali’s head dropped. Perhaps the story of the dinner party, Professor Starling’s death and Ali’s visit to the police would spark his friend’s interest. He ran through the tale aloud, alighting on all the details he thought Victor would value. But it didn’t seem to be having the desired effect.

“Aye, fuckn tragic. I heard about Starling’s death on the radio.” Victor sucked the last breath from his cigarette. “That fascist fuck wrote a book, The Seven Unsayable Truths. And in this travesty of a book, Professor Starling states, among all sorts of pish and lies, that single mothers are responsible for society’s problems. You see the overstretched welfare state, big man? Single mothers’ fault. Kids playing violent video games? Let’s blame single mothers. Sexism? Ach, that’s taught to wee boys by their mums—but especially the single ones. Not one fuckn word about absent fathers, men kicked out because they knocked their wives around, dads who left because they prefer spending their money drinking with their jakey mates. I mean, for fuck’s sake. That sort of garbage, it’s red meat being thrown to a bloodthirsty audience of cretins. Anyway, tell me, what sort of food did they serve at this jolly old gathering?”

Ali shifted in his seat, the stiff wooden desk chair in Victor’s room, his discomfort increasing. “Venison Wellington.”

“Is that right?” Victor laughed. “Bambi en croûte? Aye, the gruel of the workn fuckn class. It didn’t take you long to decide which side you’re on, pal!”

This was the first time Victor had disapproved of Ali. And now he realized two things. That Victor’s approval was an exhilarating drug—and that his disapproval was even more powerful. The sting he felt stirred something in him and he replied brusquely. “Why do there have to be sides?”

Victor pointed angrily at the window. “Because they made up the game,” he said. “And they wrote the fuckn rules, pal. Not me and mine. Always them! How about you tell me who else was at Starling’s Last Supper?”

Ali dragged his hands down his face, afraid of walking into some kind of trap. But if he could explain, surely Victor would understand. “William Wynne-Goode organized the dinner,” he said. “But look, I don’t remember many names. A guy called Thomas de Beaune.”

“Thomas de Beaune?” Victor sneered. “Would that be the son of infamous banker, Randolph de Beaune? Oh deary me, Ali. I guess you went ahead and ignored my warning. And have you not been following the news? Latest reports say De Beaune’s bank hasn’t been too picky about whose money it takes. No questions asked. Ach, so the money might come from terrorists, drug gangs, war criminals. But what they don’t know can’t rebound on them, right? Head over to Grace Chapel. Go see your new pal. As it happens, there’s a De Beaune’s office across the street from there, the only one outside of London. And why? Because Grace Chapel is the poshest and richest educational establishment in the land and De Beaune’s is their unquestioning bank of choice. I wonder how Thomas de Beaune managed to land a spot there? Just a coincidence, right? No, I’m just some chippy little conspiracy theorist.”

“Look,” said Ali, “T-bone doesn’t run the bank . . .”

Victor blinked hard. “Did you actually just call the guy T-bone?” He shook his head as if this was the most pitiful thing ever.

“Fine, I’m sorry I’ve disappointed you, Victor.”

Victor flinched, as if Ali had played the wrong card. But then he took a deep breath. “Okay, pal.” His tone softened. “Look, I’m getting dead tired of being a scold here. And I’m properly over the moon things went well with your dad. Good for you, pal.”

Ali leaned back in his chair. “Let’s go to the Churchill,” he said, wanting everything in their world back to normal. “I’ll buy you a pint and tell you all about Buckley Hall. I had a pretty wild couple of days.”

“No, you’re good.” Victor sniffed. “There’s a bunch of shite I need to take care of right now.”

“Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow, then. Another battle with the Beast of Belsky.”

Victor sighed. “I’m not gonnae be there tomorrow. Can you tell the wee man for me? I’m not feeling ever so well.” He dragged on his cigarette and exhaled as if this were the most pleasure he’d ever experienced. “But you and me, Ali, we’re good, okay? Thanks for coming, pal. And will you shut the door on your way out?”

 
  

 Anton Belsky didn’t look up when Ali entered. He was sitting cross-legged in his armchair, a wooden tray balanced on his lap, writing something on notepaper. His words landed on the page the same color as the armchair’s leather, a trail of green ink oozing from Belsky’s fountain pen, the same nib that left sarcastic and savagely critical remarks in the margins of Ali’s essays. Always pitying, never praising. Every time, the same bilious green ink.

Belsky lifted his empty hand and then a short forefinger, the gesture clearly conveying a command. One minute, total silence!

Ali lowered himself carefully into the uncomfortable seat nearest the door and cast his eye around Belsky’s space. The massive Belarusian flag dominated the room. Beyond his shelves of books, Belsky also had a vast collection of trinkets. A pair of porcelain foxhounds, three Roman busts and several snow globes. Stationed in front of the complete works of Dickens was the preserved head of a small crocodile. Or was it an alligator? And there were various moth specimens pinned to yellowing boards—not a single butterfly among them.

“Now then! Where the hell is Mr. Campbell?”

Ali flinched.

“Mr. Campbell’s, um . . .” Ali sucked his cheeks. “Victor is feeling—unwell.”

Dr. Belsky clipped his pen to his breast pocket. “He’d better be halfway dead to be missing one of my tutorials. What the hell’s ailing him? Highland flu?”

Victor hadn’t armed Ali with a specific disease. And although his hesitation was brief, it was long enough for Dr. Belsky to throw his tray to the ground.

“Staircase and room number?” said Belsky, uncrossing his legs.

Ali hesitated again and Dr. Belsky’s eyes flared.

“You do understand I can obtain Mr. Campbell’s details from the porters. Don’t waste any more of my valuable time.”

“Staircase Seven, room one,” said Ali, feeling like a snitch anyway.

At this, Anton Belsky jumped up from his armchair and hurried from the room, his short limbs full of vigorous rage.

Ali looked down at his essay, its pages filled with neat lines, neat ideas. Was his work now irrelevant? With Emma’s help, he’d managed to fashion something worthwhile. Sitting in an empty corner of the Beer Cellar, they’d discussed the middle section of Beowulf for an hour. Emma had insisted they drink one whiskey—and no more than one—to inspire a giddy sense of creativity.

Although still shaken by the death of Peter Starling, Ali hadn’t told Emma about it. Perhaps Victor wasn’t the only friend who’d disapprove of his soirée in the Churchill Arms.

After the whiskey and another hour of chatter, followed by dinner in the Great Hall, Ali felt ready to tackle his Beowulf essay. Emma’s ideas about Grendel’s monstrous mother had sparked several intoxicating arguments, a strong feminist approach to the topic of Anglo-Saxon culture and maternal stereotypes.

“Wait,” he said to Emma in the dinner line. “If you’ve gifted all these ideas to me, what in the hell are you going to write about?”

“Oh, Ali,” she smiled. “Don’t worry. I actually believe the opposite of everything I just told you.”

He looked around Belsky’s room again, eyeing an old leather case shaped oddly like a flowerpot. Ali looked out the window at Dr. Belsky marching fiercely around the Cloister, approaching Victor’s staircase. Plenty of time.

He pulled the case from its shelf. The leather was scuffed and peeling in places. Clearly it was an antique, maybe a hundred years old. Kneeling down, Ali unbuckled its leather strap. Nothing inside but a gray lining. How disappointing.

But wait! The case wasn’t empty. No, the object inside was simply stored upside down. Ali pulled it out and flipped it the right way up. It was a top hat in gray felt, exactly like William’s hat, the top hats of all the Grey Hares. Its ribbon was a different color, however. This one was a deep purple. And then Ali remembered something William had said to him at the party, clearly after one too many toasts.

One’s status within the Saracens is evident from one’s hat ribbon. A new boy begins with the gray and, with good fortune, he progresses through the ranks. A reddish caramel when initiated as a Rusty Rabbit, royal blue for a March Hare. And so on, all the way up to purple. Well, I say all the way. But then there’s the ultimate upgrade, a leap taken by only thirteen men throughout history. Yes, if a Saracen is very fortunate indeed, he might eventually have bestowed upon him the white ribbon, indicating that the esteemed gentleman has earned the ultimate crown—White Rabbit. And wouldn’t that be something, Alistair, huh?

Ali held the hat at eye level, staring at the purple ribbon. It was clearly a hat for a small head.

He was about to return the hat when he noticed something at the bottom of its case. Ali fished it out. It was a photograph, a group of ten young men in full Saracens uniform. They were posing for the camera on a set of stone steps. And there was the short figure of Dr. Belsky, seated on the third step up. He was staring insouciantly into the camera’s lens from beneath the brim of his top hat, adorned with a gray ribbon. And then Ali realized there was another face in the photograph he recognized. It was the tall figure of Charlie Rochester, farther back. He was wearing a pair of glasses with teardrop-shaped lenses, leaning against the building at the top of the steps. Ali wondered if the photo had been taken the day of the Saracens Opening Ball, the new recruits posing for a group shot, an hour before Charlie would meet his future wife, Lucy.

By the time Anton Belsky returned to the room, Victor-less, Ali was back in his uncomfortable chair, the top hat stowed in its case.

“Proceed,” said Belsky, his invitation little more than a grunt.

As Ali began reading his feminist slant, Anton Belsky’s eyes jumped around, seemingly preoccupied.

After Ali recited his final paragraph, Dr. Belsky looked up, blinking as if coming out of a slumber. “Excellent work,” he said, unconvincingly. “Yes, well done. But let’s wrap up early today. My apologies, Alistair. I lost an esteemed colleague yesterday. Which is the actual reason for my distractedness, certainly nothing to do with rebellious Scots. Normal service to resume next week. Yes, excellent work, young man.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 16

 
 Autumn leaves piled up against the Deer Park fence. Students wrapped themselves in striped scarves, the air gone crisp. Although Ali’s body was ill prepared for the drop in temperature, he now had good reason to purchase additional items of clothing boasting the name of his college and its crest. The knit hat favored by Cockbayne’s rowers, a striped rugby shirt, a cricket jumper with red-and-black trim. Saying the word jumper was nearly as enjoyable as wearing the cable-knit sweater.

Ali hadn’t seen Victor since their fraught conversation. Whenever Ali knocked on his door, which he did several times a day, there was no answer and no sense that anyone had been in the room for some time. Several days later, Ali noticed a gap in Victor’s curtains. With the sun at a certain angle, he was able to make out the overstuffed ashtray, which hadn’t been added to or emptied. Guy said Victor was probably back home in Glasgow, they should contact him. But no one had his telephone number or address.

When Victor again failed to show for their medieval literature tutorial, Dr. Belsky sent Ali away and shunted him into another timeslot. He was now in a group of three with Izzy and a redheaded guy named Sandy, who was smart but standoffish.

Anton Belsky verbally brutalized the three of them equally.

That night, Izzy unveiled her stage adaptation of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, its runtime a snappy nineteen minutes. In a move that felt daringly experimental, Ali would play Alice, with Izzy taking all other roles—White Rabbit, Cheshire Cat, the Queen of Hearts . . .

They were sitting in the Beer Cellar when she handed out her script. Oasis played on the jukebox, the lyrics upbeat, promises of camaraderie and immortality, gonna live forever . . .

“Who wants to direct?” said Izzy, looking across the table at Guy and Emma.

Giving the script a cursory glance, Guy shook his head, as if the material was beneath him. Was there a growing sense of friction between the Oldman siblings?

Ali didn’t see them every day. They seemed to have a vast number of relatives who often visited Oxford—aunts, great-uncles, second cousins—and always insisted on taking them out to dinner. None of these relatives were ever actually introduced, however, all too ghoulish or pompous. When the Oldmans did join Ali and Emma in the Beer Cellar or Great Hall, Guy, who now seemed perpetually stoned, would often snooze on his sister’s shoulder.

Emma said she would only accept if she could wear a director’s hat to every rehearsal. Supposing this a joke, Ali was tickled when, at their first read-through, Emma arrived sporting a red beret. The beret suited Emma, Ali told her. Izzy seemed irritated and asked whether she was the only person planning to take the drama contest seriously. But soon, everything was running smoothly. Izzy and Emma were impressed by Ali’s uncanny verbal transformation into an English schoolgirl. Everyone agreed he shouldn’t play the role for laughs but with utmost sincerity, a reflection of the delightful strangeness of Lewis Carroll’s tale.

Third week of Michaelmas became fourth and then fifth, rehearsals squeezed into the brief hours between lectures and time in the library.

Meanwhile, William Wynne-Goode continued to make tea for Ali each morning. His roommate even shared several oddly normal conversations with him. They discussed essay topics, favorite foods, childhood pets.

William’s cherished cat was named Hodge. And he admitted to a sweet tooth, although only for British puddings.

“Like Eton mess?”

But apparently, Eton mess wasn’t a pudding, it was a dessert. A pudding of the sweet variety required custard.

“Have you never enjoyed jam roly-poly or a spotted dick?”

Ali grinned but shied away from the obvious joke, simply shaking his head.

“One appreciates the restraint.” William smiled. “Perhaps we’ll make a half-decent Englishman of you yet.”

 
  

 It felt increasingly possible that William might turn out to be Ali’s ideal roommate after all. Ali had originally pictured someone he’d click with because of similar interests, a shared sense of humor. This had been a failure of the imagination.

The topmost room of Henry Tudor Tower offered Ali not only a panoramic view of Cockbayne but also a close-up view of a unique type of Englishman, one from a certain sort of family with a distinguished history.

Was William really anything worse than a harmless eccentric? Ali tried to picture him transposed to LA, lounging poolside in heavy brown tweeds, inquiring of actors-slash-waiters whether they were acquainted with the pleasures of a roly-poly.

In stores and at drive-through windows—not that his roommate would ever debase himself at a drive-through—servers would marvel at William’s refined accent. William said vizz-yul instead of vizh-yoo-al. When using words like issue or tissue, he hissed like a snake. Good grief, Alistair, this Bosnian War report contains a tissss-yoo of lies. Also, William often switched the first two consonants of words that began wh. Ali sometimes mimicked this in his bedroom mirror—

Hwich reminds me . . . Hwat the devil? Send them back from hwence they came.

At midday on the Wednesday of Fifth Week, after William headed out for a long Union lunch, Ali snuck into his room and tried on some of his suit jackets and sport coats. The chests were too tight and the arms too long. And yet, Ali felt at home in heavy tweed and dark wool.

Returning the jackets to their hangers, he glanced down at William’s shiny black leather shoes. Behind the shoes was a case—nothing as extravagant as Professor Belsky’s.

Ali bent down, took out the top hat and tried it on. It was a surprisingly perfect fit. He tilted the brim rakishly, turning his head this way and that. It suited him. The hat made him look taller. But also it made him feel taller. How about that?

Without Peter Starling’s sponsorship, did he really stand any chance of being accepted into the Saracens? What the hell, faint heart never won fair lady. Ali would do his damnedest.

He left the room and headed down Staircase Six feeling exceptionally cheerful. In five minutes’ time he was due to meet Emma and Izzy for their final rehearsal. Everything was working out beautifully.

 
  

 Ali returned after a flawless run-through of Izzy’s Alice adaptation and went straight to his desk. He finished his essay a whole hour before dinner and was about to head to the Beer Cellar when T-bone flung open the door, with William in his wake, to announce he was taking them all for a countryside spin and pub supper.

T-bone led them onto the Cockbayne Bridge where a Jaguar convertible was parked, its top down despite the autumn chill. He signaled for Ali to ride shotgun, which meant that William had to wedge himself into the cramped rear, his knees almost touching his ears.

After less than five minutes, the Jaguar exploded from the city, the speedometer needle kicking like the legs of a spooked horse.

Soon they were racing down narrow country lanes. The wind had messily rearranged William’s neat side part, which now resembled a sixties mop top. T-Bone wore a Red Sox cap and instructed Ali to find the chunky rugby scarf in the footwell. By the time they pulled into a graveled parking lot, William had turned almost as blue as his tie.

 
  

 The pub’s menu was scrawled on a chalkboard. T-bone and William chose the chicken stew with prunes and leek. Ali ordered the bean burger, the only meatless option available.

“Don’t tell me you’re a hippy-dippy vegetarian,” said William, his hair still wildly unkempt. “What about my venison Wellington? Don’t tell me you abstained.”

“I didn’t want to be rude,” said Ali.

“Goodness,” said William, “your English conversion is gathering pace. Suffering in silence for the sake of politeness? Bravo!” he chuckled.

T-bone ordered two pints of an Oxfordshire ale and a glass of red while William found a spot by the fireplace.

“I think Ali should be admitted to the Saracens immediately,” said T-bone, sitting down by the fire.

“You and I have vanishingly little sway when it comes to new admissions,” said William. “Besides, if they were to listen to anyone, it would be you, Thomas, the future fifth Baron of Hoick, a gentleman who will one day hold billions of pounds on behalf of the planet’s wealthiest individuals.”

“God, don’t remind me.” T-bone sipped his beer. When he lowered his glass a sour look had appeared on his face. “Come on, Willy,” he added, “you’re good at all this political stuff. We need a game plan. How do we get Ali into the rabbit club?”

“T-bone, really!” William spluttered. “Our organization’s nickname is expressly for insiders only.”

“Really?” T-bone frowned. “And remind me why that is?”

William looked astonished. “Thomas, it’s how we identify ourselves to one another.”

“You know, I think I skipped over that bit in the brochure,” said T-bone.

“Thomas, you’re too funny,” said William, before turning to Ali. “All Saracenic lore is passed on via the oral tradition.”

“Maybe you could give me an oral reminder,” said T-bone.

William glanced briefly at the ceiling. “Certainly, Thomas,” he said. “After introducing themselves, the first gentleman says, are you aware of the Saracens? The second gentleman responds, aren’t they supposed to remain incognitus? And one must use the Latin form, needless to say. And then the first gentleman proffers the deal clincher, indeed, I think I meant the rabbit club. If the exchange is carried out correctly, it confirms that both gentlemen are genuine members.”

“So it’s like a Masonic handshake,” Ali jumped in.

“What a crude comparison,” said William. “No, freemasonry is for local politicians, police inspectors, small business owners . . .” William trailed off with a wave of his hand.

Presumably, dentists appeared later on the list.

“Gotcha, Willy!” said T-bone, taking a gleeful swig of his beer. “Who’s spilling the beans now, big boy?”

“Goodness me!” William’s grip on his wineglass tightened. “I’m barely two weeks a Rusty Rabbit and . . . Ali, please don’t ever breathe a word . . .”

“I’m a locked vault, William, I promise.” Ali placed a hand over his heart. “Anyway, I thought you were a Grey Hare?”

“We both made the upgrade.” T-bone winked. “November the first, a fortnight ago, All Saints Day. Grey Hares are would-bes and Rusty Rabbits are novices. To be honest, it was a foregone conclusion. Both from Fenchurch, famous fathers—I can’t say I like any of it but it’s just the way the world works. Anyway, Ali, you’ll be joining our ranks soon—if we’re able to do right by you.”

William looked hopelessly into the fire. “Admittance is a strictly annual event. The best you could do is nominate him next October.”

“The best we can do,” said T-bone. “And we’re not giving up that easily.”

“Two chicken, one bean burger,” the barman called out.

Ali’s food tasted like a royal banquet. T-bone was willing to fight for him. And did William’s pessimism really matter? Ali was beginning to understand the unwritten rules of their world. T-bone was a future baron and one day would wield the power of an exclusive private bank. A card played by T-bone trumped any card possessed by William, the son of a politician, even an eminent one.

An hour later they returned to Oxford. Back in Cockbayne, Ali and William headed to their room together, William’s tongue loosened by three red wines, a sense of fondness in his voice. “I’d say we’re getting almost friendly. Best not let on to those literature friends of yours, Alistair.”

“Why’s that?”

“They’re not wildly fond of me.”

“I’m not sure that’s . . .”

“Hush, there’s no need for fake diplomacy. It’s no skin off my nose. Throughout the world’s history, popularity has frequently been the coward’s favorite path. Anyway, good night, roommate. And sleep tight.”

 
  

 The next morning there was no cup and saucer waiting for him. From the sofa, Ali could hear the rattling sound of snoring coming from William’s bedroom.

He left to buy himself tea from the sandwich shop on the High Street. On his way, he decided to pop in to the Porters Lodge and check his pigeonhole for mail. Perhaps there would be surprising news, Marty offering to increase his allowance. One week earlier, talking to his mom on a payphone, Ali had mentioned that his dangerously low bank balance was due to the cost of his international calls home. This was not exactly true and Ali felt guilty. In fact, he’d spent more money trying to reach Gerry McCain via his manager’s cell phone, every time with the same result. I’ll just see if he’s free, mate. At which point the line would go silent and the payphone’s series of bleeps would demand coin after coin. Ali would receive the same message each time. Bit tied up, mate. Give him a bell tomorrow, yeah. Nice one.

Moreover, the cricket jumper had actually been the most extravagant drain on Ali’s funds. But its wool was heavy and comforting and the college crest displayed on the sweater’s chest a heraldic work of art.

His fingers reached into his pigeonhole, feeling a single item inside. It was an envelope, Alistair McCain, Esquire and Cockbayne College handwritten on the front in broad black ink. The envelope was stiff and heavy. Ali turned it over, noticing a faint red stain on the back, and pushed open the flap.

 
  

 He was half out of breath when he burst into the room. William was awake, sitting in his armchair, reading the financial pages in yesterday’s newspaper.

Ali handed him the envelope and William blinked. “This couldn’t possibly be what I think it is,” he said, pulling out a thick card. “Goodness gracious.”

William went into his bedroom and returned, holding an identical envelope and card, which he placed on the coffee table beside Ali’s.

Both cards were printed with the same words in a florid script.

 
  You ________ are cordially invited to apply for membership to the Saracens Club. Signed ________. 

 

 The empty spaces on both cards were filled in with black handwriting. William’s name was on one, Ali’s on the other. And both invitations bore the same indecipherable signature.

“Extraordinary,” said William. “I may not be a forensic expert. But I’d wager both of these invites were written by the same hand.”

“And the signature?” said Ali.

“See here and here? Those are both the letter T. However, instead of the usual bar crossing the downstroke, look closely and you’ll notice wings instead. This is the signature of Professor Peter Starling.”

“Man,” said Ali, picking up his own envelope. “Then take a look at this,” he added, turning it over.

William bent down to peer at the faint red smudge. “Good grief. I don’t suppose there’s any chance that isn’t a bloodstain.” William pinched his brow and closed his eyes for several seconds. “You should understand that the Saracens are incredibly well-connected. I’d say this letter might have been on Starling’s person when he died and someone in the police force, or Starling’s family, perhaps, recognized the significance of this card while going through our departed friend’s possessions and found a way to get it into the right hands. Peter was probably en route to mail this via the Pigeon Post when he tripped down the stairs.”

“He did mention something over dinner about me joining,” said Ali.

“In that case, if you were personally handpicked by the White . . . Sorry, I’m getting in a terrible muddle—it’s the grief. But let me ask you, Alistair, do you wish to follow through on this?”

Ali felt dizzy with elation.

“No need to answer right away. But if you do wish to proceed in the golden direction this card is pointing, one promises to act in good faith. I could facilitate your application by presenting the card on your behalf.”

“Right,” said Ali, “sure.”

Victor would never forgive him if he were to proceed, let alone actually join the Saracens. But where was Victor now? And how would Izzy feel? She’s not your girlfriend. No, and perhaps never would be. He had no idea what Emma would make of the whole thing. And Guy? Too stoned to notice.

What had T-bone said, outside the Churchill Arms? That one of those idiots at their dinner would be prime minister one day. Smart money’s on William.

One of those idiots. What kind of idiot would turn down such a golden opportunity? And what did the Saracens actually get up to behind the velvet curtain? Wasn’t he more than just a little curious? Curiouser and curiouser.

“I’m off to the Oscar Hotel for a spot of breakfast,” said William. “And if I don’t see you beforehand, Ali, then good luck tonight.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 17

 
 Ali was wearing a pale blue dress with short, puffed sleeves and a white pinafore. His socks were white and knee length, his shoes black with ankle straps. He was sitting in a patch of light, legs folded to one side, his fingers picking at something invisible on the ground.

Izzy ran by, wearing a white waistcoat beneath a green tweed hacking jacket. On top of her head, a long pair of white ears were standing to attention. “Oh dear, oh dear, I shall be late!” She took a pocket watch from her waistcoat and hurried on.

Ali jumped up. “I’ve never before seen a rabbit with a waistcoat-pocket,” he said, “or a watch to take out of it.” Soon, he was chasing the rabbit toward a hole that was black and bigger than Izzy. Not looking over her shoulder, Izzy suddenly vanished.

A moment later, without thinking it through, Ali flung himself at the hole. Everything went dark—and then light again.

Ali was falling, falling, falling. Down, down, down.

Everyone could hear the heavy rushing of air.

“Is this hole very deep or am I falling very slowly?” said Ali. “Do cats eat bats? Do cats eat bats, do bats eat cats?”

And then came a loud crashing sound.

Everything went silent a moment before the stage lights came up. And there was Ali in his pale blue dress and white pinafore, perfectly unharmed.

 
  

 Hand in hand, Izzy and Ali shared the applause and bowed to the audience. They pointed stage left toward Emma, who also bowed, her palms pressed together.

Soon, everyone was cheering, bravo, brava. Ali picked out William Wynne-Goode in the first row, clapping wildly, perfectly unaware of the audience members ducking to avoid his flailing limbs.

Hearing a shrill whistle, Ali found T-bone’s face in the third row, his forefingers in the corners of his mouth.

Ali had rarely felt so happy, although he couldn’t help but think about those who were absent.

Victor had indeed returned to Glasgow. Eventually, Ali had reported him missing to the student welfare adviser, who was also the college chaplain. That afternoon, the chaplain had come to Ali’s room. Dr. Belsky had already contacted Victor, who had returned home because of a medical issue. I’m not at liberty to discuss details. Neither was he permitted to share a phone number or address. But the chaplain had spoken to Victor’s mother and passed along Ali’s concerns. He’ll probably get in touch soon enough.

The other absentee was Guy. How did Izzy feel about this?

Ali bowed to the audience one final time, one last glittering breath in the spotlight.

 
  

 William and T-bone were waiting outside on the cobbled street, William holding a bouquet of red and white roses.

“Dearest thespians,” he called out, “sincerest congratulations. Now, I had intended these flowers for Isabelle, our leading lady. But given your production’s rather striking casting choices, I wonder if the blooms shouldn’t go to you, Alistair!”

Reveling in his joke, William passed the flowers to Izzy nonetheless and kissed her on both cheeks.

“Red and white roses,” said Izzy. “Is this a clever allusion, William?”

“To the hapless gardeners of Wonderland? Yes, although one is compelled to blush at the word clever.”

“Ali, bloody tour de force,” said T-bone, clapping his shoulder. “I probably shouldn’t say this,” he went on, “but I was captivated by your . . .”

“Astonishing beauty?” said Emma.

“Excellently put!” T-bone smiled. “Now look, don’t go making mountains out of this but it reminded me of Willy here, thirteen years old, playing Eliza Doolittle in Pygmalion.”

“Oh, William, do tell!” Emma grinned.

William laughed. “Naturally, Fenchurch is an all-boys school, so someone of the male persuasion has to take on the female roles.”

“And it was always Willy!” T-bone winked.

“Frequently,” said William. “I do possess a somewhat sylphlike frame.”

“Sylphlike.” Emma nodded seriously. “No other word for it.”

“Before I forget,” Izzy interjected, “apparently, this is yours.” She reached into her coat and pulled out a pocket watch. “Exceedingly generous of you, William. How old is this thing?”

“It belonged to my grandfather,” he said, holding the watch by its silver chain. “Family legend says Grandpapa wore it on the fields of the Somme. Well, I say on the fields. I suppose he remained strictly behind the scenes. Every victory requires its gimlet-eyed strategists.”

“Gimlet-eyed?” said T-bone. “I’ve met your grandfather. He’s blind.”

“A later affliction.”

“Anyway, bloody well done everyone,” said T-bone. “Now we should celebrate.”

 
  

 T-bone insisted on buying champagne, which they carried to the top of Henry Tudor Tower. After popping the first cork, T-bone told Izzy he would only pour her a drink if she put on the rabbit’s ears.

“Obviously I’m joking,” he said, delivering a shining stream of bubbles into her glass.

But Izzy reached into the costume bag anyway and slid the white ears onto her black head of hair.

“Just don’t insist I wear the dress,” said Ali.

Everyone laughed, the laughter lingering all through the golden night as they giddily drank their way through six bottles of vintage champagne.

Shortly after midnight, their guests having left, William fell into his armchair. “To your excellent health,” he said, raising his final half glass of champagne. “I’m not sure I’ve enjoyed such a jolly good bash in years, Alistair.”

The room’s windows were still open. T-bone had been blowing his cigarette smoke through their narrow crack and now Ali could feel the chill. He pulled on his cricket sweater and sat on the sofa.

William raised an eyebrow. “My dearest Alistair, can you name me even one rule of cricket?”

“Nope!” Ali replied cheerfully.

“I’ll teach you one day. There are lots of ins and outs. For instance, when you’re out you go in and another chap goes in until he’s out.”

Ali’s Saracens invitation was in its envelope on the coffee table. He picked it up. “There’s no return address,” he said. “So I have no idea how to respond, William.”

“Ah, indeed. It’s incumbent on the gentleman who invites you, your sponsor, to perform the tap on the shoulder and elicit a response.”

“But my sponsor is . . .” Ali sighed.

“Quite!” His roommate paused to glance mournfully up at the ceiling.

“Then what happens next?”

William placed one hand on top of the other. “If you’re now in possession of a response, Alistair, then you can safely entrust it to me. There’s currently something of a vacuum at the top of our club. But there are deputies to whom I can explain this most unusual situation. What will it be?”

“William Wynne-Goode,” said Ali, sitting taller on the sofa. “I sincerely wish to accept this invitation to join the Saracens.”

“Very good, Alistair.” William nodded. “One trifling matter, however,” he continued. “I require your invitation as proof of a certain venerable gentleman’s final wishes.”

“Of course,” said Ali, passing it over the coffee table.

As William pocketed the envelope and card, Ali picked up his champagne. “Here’s to my roommate. And to the future.”

“To my roommate—and his stratospheric rise.” William hoisted his glass aloft and drank down his champagne as Ali did the same.

“Now, let the games begin,” William beamed.

 
  

 Later that week, Ali, the Oldmans and Emma were in the Beer Cellar, the conversation having recently moved on to William Wynne-Goode.

“He’s an odd variant of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Curious Tale of Benjamin Button,” said Emma. “Of course, in Fitzgerald’s story the protagonist is born seventy years old but ages in reverse. I’m certain that William Wynne-Goode also emerged from the womb aged seventy. However, instead of living life in reverse, William continues to age in the regular direction. By my calculations, your roommate is eighty-eight years old, Ali.”

While Izzy snorted with laughter, even Guy appeared vaguely entertained.

“Fair enough,” Ali chuckled. “William’s old before his time, but he’s actually kinda sweet when you get to know him.”

He half expected Emma to come back with something scathing but instead she was looking off into the distance. Ali turned and saw T-bone heading toward them.

Everyone greeted T-bone, apart from a dazed-looking Guy.

“I don’t think we’ve met,” said T-bone.

Guy dangled a limp hand to shake as he and T-bone exchanged names.

“What are you reading at Cockbayne?” T-bone asked him.

“Medicine,” Guy drawled.

T-bone smiled approvingly. “Superb. What draws you to the field?”

Guy lit a cigarette and nodded. “When I was a child, my father had a heart attack. Right in front of me. Obviously I tried to save him. But I was only seven . . . An hour later, he was dead.”

“Jesus, how awful. And hence medicine.”

“Yep. That day I swore I’d never let anyone die right in front of me. You could say it’s become my life’s mission.”

“Good on you, mate,” said T-bone.

“How about you?” Guy turned his cigarette against the ashtray, sharpening its tip like a pencil.

“Classics at Grace Chapel,” said T-bone. “Nothing to crow about.”

“I don’t know. Maybe you’ll save something one day—a dying language or two!”

T-bone looked hesitant. Guy was staring intensely at him.

“Well then.” T-bone pressed his hands together. “Let me buy the next round. What’s everyone’s poison?”

As T-bone passed out of earshot, Izzy turned to her brother and slapped him in the chest. “What the actual hell was that, Guy?”

“What’s the problem, sis? Just a harmless white lie, right? I’d have thought you’d approve of my—method. Or are my acting skills not up to scratch? Anyway, why do you care what I say to Thomas de Beaune—of the famous de Beaune banking family. Privileged prick! Now he’s got a nice anecdote to share with his fellow lord-lings at their next ball.”

“Come on,” said Ali, “that’s enough.”

“I’m just trying to have some fun here,” Guy shot back. “The aristocracy’s been taking the absolute piss out of our nation for centuries. And don’t tell me what to fucking do, Ali. What would your best friend Victor make of your fancy new friend?”

“Victor’s not here,” said Ali.

Guy snorted at him. “Well, that flat-out nails the argument.”

“Excuse me, Guy,” said Emma, “but didn’t you go to private school yourself?”

“It was small and cheap. And I never asked my parents to send me there.”

Emma cocked her head. “And I’m sure T-bone put in a formal request when he was five.”

“You’re missing the point.” Guy sighed. “It doesn’t matter whether it’s T-bone’s fault. It’s just true that the children of the super-rich turn into entitled arseholes ninety-nine percent of the time.”

“Give T-bone a chance,” said Izzy. “He actually seems like a decent guy now that he’s ditched the dreadlocks and accent. Please, Guy, for me?”

He seemed to be considering his sister’s request. But a moment later, William Wynne-Goode appeared, suddenly looming over their table in a pinstripe suit. “Greetings, thespians, would anyone like . . .”

Guy’s hand struck the table. “Seriously, fuck this shit!” He jumped to his feet and marched away, almost knocking over T-bone, who was returning with a tray of drinks.

“Good heavens, was it something I said?” William frowned.

T-bone lowered the tray. “Where’s Guy off to in such a hurry? Shall I run after him with his drink?” He picked up a pint of dark liquid with a faint purple tinge.

“He’s been called away,” said Emma. “Urgent business with Anarchy UK!”

“Then we have a spare,” said T-bone. “William, this one’s for you.”

William squeezed himself uncomfortably onto a small chair. “What in heaven’s name is this fantastical concoction?”

“Snakebite and black,” said Emma. “Equal parts lager and cider—that’s the snakebite. The black is blackcurrant, supposed to mask the drink’s venomous quality. It’s a concoction that promises to get you there!”

“But where exactly?” William took a cautious sip and then scowled. “Good Lord, I no longer wish to know the destination.”

“It grows on you,” said T-bone.

“So do warts.” William looked shocked. “Perhaps I might treat the table to a bottle of claret? Where’s the wine list in this hostelry?”

Izzy and Emma began to laugh.

“Willy, really!” T-bone sipped his lager. “Don’t tell me you’ve never been to your own college bar.”

“The opportunity has thus far evaded me. I suppose this is your way of saying there are no vinous offerings here.” William tucked his striped tie inside his shirt. “Oh well, one shouldn’t be a prude. As I believe Saint Ambrose was the first to observe, si fueris Romae, Romano vivito more.” He painfully drained a mouthful of drink.

“What Willy means,” T-bone smiled, “is when in Rome, do as the Romans.”

 
  

 While T-bone was at the bar, buying a second round of drinks, William winced at the loudspeaker, which was blasting “Smells Like Teen Spirit.” He leaned over to ask Ali if he might have a quiet word.

They found a spot nearby where they wouldn’t be overheard. “I actually came here to tell you something,” said William. “Earlier today, I made contact with one of the deputies in a particular club. I showed him your invite and explained the situation. He concurred it’s an irregular state of affairs. But that shouldn’t prevent anyone from joining the Saracens.”

“You mean I’m in? Just like that?” Ali felt his heart leap.

“If only it were so simple.” William sighed. “No, every applicant requires a sponsor, as I mentioned, someone responsible for teaching the Saracenic way and . . . how to put it? He’s also in charge of testing the chap’s mettle.”

“I have to undergo trials of strength?” Ali laughed.

“Not Herculean labors, no. However, one must undertake certain endeavors in order to establish strength of character, a chap’s intestinal and psychological fortitude.”

“Such as . . . ?”

“One is not permitted to say.”

“What tests of fortitude did you face, William?”

“One is not permitted to say.”

“And who’s my sponsor?”

“It’s a funny old world,” said William. “In your case, Alistair, and the deputy concerned was quite firm on this point, your guide and assessor will be—me.”

“Great,” said Ali. “And as my roommate, you can go easy on me, right?”

“Goodness, no.” William’s eyes widened. “Please understand, I shall be stringently monitored. Were I to show undue favor, I’d be risking my own future. Rusty Rabbits have been summarily dismissed for less. And then there’s the second hurdle.”

“Second hurdle?”

“Unfortunately, I couldn’t finagle the timing.”

“You mean I have to wait until next year?”

“Actually, I come bearing a soupçon of positive news. In the past, a certain future king from a tumultuous nation, neither of which I’m permitted to name, arrived late for his first year after a little local difficulty. However, despite having missed the application window, the gentleman in question was of such noble birth that extraordinary measures were taken. Therefore, another admittance window was cautiously unlatched, exactly six months after the first.”

“Six months?” Ali tried to calculate the date.

“May the first,” said William. “Also known as May Day, an illustrious date in the Oxford calendar.”

“May Morning!” said Ali. “After sunrise, a choir sings from the top of Cockbayne Bell Tower.”

“Indeed, the ‘Hymnus Eucharisticus,’ followed by now is the month of Maying, when merry lads are playing! A crowd gathers below on Cockbayne Bridge to enjoy the festivities. Meanwhile, an informal tradition has evolved, in which certain bright and brash young things, generally male, leap into the river below. One crosses one’s fingers for plenty of rainfall in the run-up. The Cherwell’s not a terribly deep waterway. Anyway, it was decided that this would be a most auspicious time to welcome a candidate into the Saracens.”

“If I pass all your tests,” said Ali.

“Naturally. So now that you’re in possession of all the information, do you require more time to ponder your continuance along this golden path?”

Ali looked across at Emma and Izzy, deep in conversation. “No one would have to know about this, right?”

“Absolutely not. In fact, confidentiality is a strict requirement. This would remain entirely entre nous. Even T-bone would be kept in the dark.”

Ali swallowed a final mouthful of beer. “When do we start?”

William smiled warmly. “There’s no need to rush into the thorniest challenges immediately. And the trials are supposed to be carefully tailored to each candidate. The best thing right now would be for you and I to get to know each other better.”

T-bone was back from the bar. Izzy and Emma unloaded his tray, while Ali and his roommate returned to their seats. Another purple-tinged drink was pushed William’s way.

“Heavens above, I fear I’m going to regret this early in the morrow.”

T-bone slid back onto his chair. “What have you two scoundrels been talking about?”

William responded without hesitation. “Britain and America. Our proud nations’ special relationship, a bond my dear roommate personifies in very much the corporeal sense.”

T-bone lifted his glass. “I haven’t the faintest idea what Willy just said. But anyway, here’s to Ali.”

“To Ali!” William waved his glass and lifted the drink to his lips with a grimace.

 
  

 Michaelmas term was ebbing away, England’s gray skies growing darker by the week. As the world around him drifted from autumn to winter, Ali experienced two further transformations.

The less dramatic change was his ever-improving relationship with William Wynne-Goode. As his roommate had suggested, the two of them began learning more and more about each other. William was the middle child of three, with an older brother Rufus, an impossible bore, and a younger sister Milly, for Camilla, our shining light. But William’s favorite member of the family, the curious word he’d used, was a woman known as Nana. Ali assumed she was his grandmother.

“Goodness, no, both of my grandmothers are deceased. Nana was my nanny. Until I was dispatched to boarding school, everything I understood about life was courtesy of Nana. She might not have spared the rod. But a gentler soul you could never hope to find.”

Ali also learned that his roommate felt personally indebted to T-bone, who had played William’s protector on the harsh fields of Fenchurch.

“I’m not entirely sure why he chose me. I realize I cut an awkward figure at times. And T-bone’s always been perfectly dashing.”

The Wynne-Goodes’ home was called Herring Hall, although the family all called it Fishy House. William had traveled the world extensively and his favorite country was Austria. Also, he wasn’t much cop at sports, other than something called conkers, which apparently involved shoelaces and the wanton destruction of embryonic trees.

The more miraculous change, however, occurred on a weekly basis in the room halfway up Staircase One. Somehow, Ali had become Dr. Anton Belsky’s star student.

How had this metamorphosis occurred? The turnaround was so rapid that, after its first manifestation, the standoffish Sandy accused Ali of having bribed their tutor and then mumbled something under his breath that seemed to include the words typical fucking American.

The following week, when Ali presented his essay on the monsters in Beowulf and what their depiction had to say about inherent evil, one-third of his sentences earned enthusiastic Belsky nods. As Ali read, the room was pin-drop quiet and Dr. Belsky remained motionless, sinking into his green leather armchair and a gentle kind of reverie.

When Ali was done, Anton Belsky responded in the most unimaginable fashion.

“This work is your finest yet, Alistair. If there were a grade higher than an unblemished alpha, I’d award it to you on the spot.”

Later in the Beer Cellar, Izzy suggested, choosing her words carefully, that she couldn’t place her finger on what precisely had made Ali’s essay so deserving of lavish praise. What Izzy actually meant, Ali assumed, was that his essay was not obviously superior to anything anyone else had written all term. And Ali made this assumption because this was, in fact, his own cautious opinion.

He lay in bed that night recalling the strange episode. For most of Michaelmas term, Anton Belsky had displayed nothing but disdain for him. What in the hell had changed his mind? And then something sparked. Anton Belsky knew about his invitation to join the Saracens. Of course! Why hadn’t he thought of this before? What was it William had said? I made contact with one of the deputies in a particular club. Now Ali felt foolish for not having made the connection earlier. Although quickly the solution to the problem had a pleasant and settling effect on him. And before long, sleep welcomed Ali into its dark and mysterious realm.

 
  

 He was booked on a flight home the first Sunday in December, one day after the end of Michaelmas. Ali wanted to stay longer, to experience more than a glimpse of the holidays in England. But Marty was covering his airfare. Flights became quickly more expensive closer to Christmas and Ali’s bank account was nearly drained. He’d recently been restricting himself to weekly attempts to reach Gerry McCain. Bit tied up, mate. Give him a bell tomorrow, yeah. Nice one.

As term wound down, Izzy and Guy’s frostiness to each other sometimes seemed about to thaw but other times threatened to head into an ice age. At least Emma remained a reliable constant. Meanwhile, Thomas de Beaune’s presence peppered Ali’s life at welcome intervals, T-bone sometimes showing up in the Beer Cellar or bursting into Ali’s room, demanding he join him for road trips and fireside pints.

Ali was sitting on a stone bench in the Cloister, reflecting on his new life, jotting something down in a notebook to add to his diary later. He returned his pen to a pocket inside the blue overcoat gifted to him by T-bone, who had spotted Ali looking cold in the passenger seat of his Jaguar a week earlier. Ali had tried to return the coat but T-bone claimed to have a whole wardrobe full of them. The coat—apparently called a balmacaan—weighed almost half as much as Ali. Its shell was spun from a dense navy wool, its insides elegantly lined with blood-orange silk.

The sound of someone entering the Cloister made him look up. It was Dr. Belsky. He was wearing a black overcoat with velvet trim above a black tuxedo and bow tie. But even more arresting was the object Belsky was holding in his right hand. It was the case from his room, the one made of leather, shaped like a flowerpot.

Curious, Ali surreptitiously followed him.

Outside college, Dr. Belsky turned toward the city center, moving briskly, although his short legs couldn’t propel him forward at any great pace. Ali flipped up the balmacaan’s heavy collar, feeling ridiculous, like something out of a cartoon. Was this a terrible idea? What if the Beast of Belsky were to catch him in the act of stalking? Why risk his newfound status as star student?

After consulting his wristwatch, Anton Belsky turned down the narrow lane that Ali and his friends took to reach the English Faculty. The lane was bound by high stone walls with no exits onto other lanes or alleyways. If his tutor were to glance over his shoulder, Ali would have nowhere to hide.

While he was worrying about this, Dr. Belsky slowed down. A blonde woman, perhaps three or four years older than Ali, was walking the other way. When she was within several steps of Anton Belsky, she stopped and flinched and then jumped to the side of the lane.

Belsky turned to face her. Fearing being spotted, Ali threw himself against a wall, lifting his hands to his face as if he’d paused to light a cigarette.

“Aha,” said Dr. Belsky, with a familiar nod, “if it isn’t our first-round loser, Emilia, the weakest link. You stayed in Oxford, I see. Still at Pitt or are you a post-grad at some other college? One with less sour memories?”

The blonde woman took a deep breath. “Stay away from me, you monster.”

“But of course,” said Belsky. “I have no intention of getting any closer. The scent of failure hangs around you like a black cloud. Why would I, in my hour of victory, risk infection?” Belsky snorted with amusement as the blonde woman took another step back, her body now pressed to the stone wall.

“That’s right,” said the woman. “Laugh, why don’t you. I’m sure you’re currently playing another amusing game. We were never anything but pawns you were happy to sacrifice, Shortest.”

“Shortest,” Dr. Belsky chuckled. “Now, there’s a name I haven’t heard for several years.” He glanced at his wristwatch. “What a shame. As much as I’m enjoying our reunion, Emilia, I must dash. Hour of victory, as I mentioned. Toodle-pip, then.” He tilted the brim of an imaginary hat and resumed his merry march along the lane, swinging his leather case.

What could any of this mean? Ali passed the blonde woman, who dropped her head and glanced at him, as if to issue some kind of a warning. But then, apparently having mistaken Ali for someone else, she hurried away.

Dr. Belsky turned left then right, before pulling a key from his pocket. He opened a wooden door that led into Holyrood College.

Cautiously, Ali approached the door. It was unremarkable. He tested the handle, but it was locked.

Ali passed beneath the covered bridge and emerged onto a cobbled square. He chose a spot beneath an archway that led in and out of the university’s oldest library, the Bodleian. Here he could stand in the shadows and escape detection. He also had a view of the leaded window in Holyrood’s western facade, the tall spiral staircase ascending behind its rectangular panes.

Ali cupped his hands and blew into them, glancing up at the spires and towers ornamented with gargoyles and finials. The sky was a gloomy gray.

A minute later his skin started to prickle. Behind the leaded window, Dr. Anton Belsky was climbing the staircase. He had lost the coat but was now wearing his gray top hat with its deep purple ribbon. At the top, he opened a door to a space above Holyrood’s vast library, its edges spilling yellow light across a narrow landing before it closed.

Outside, beneath the window, grew a magnolia tree. Its flowers had dropped from its branches some time ago. By May Day the magnolia would be in bloom. And maybe it would be Ali’s turn to climb the spiral staircase.

Dr. Belsky remained inside the room for only a minute before the door opened again, a redoubled vigor in his stride. His tutor took several steps down the staircase.

“Of course,” Ali sighed. There it was, the same gray top hat, Dr. Anton Belsky’s self-satisfied smile also unchanged. The only difference was the hat’s ribbon.

It was no longer purple. It was white.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 18

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 18, 2019

 

 Very well then, so our tale has crowned its White Rabbit. However, your shrewd commentator suspects the more hands-on villain of the piece is . . .

What in heaven’s name is this latest disturbance?

With a great whooshing, your professor’s analysis has been interrupted. Someone has scooted a notice beneath my door. I glare laser beams at the intruding item. Is that really the word URGENT printed in a boorishly oversize font?

Fine then, let us find out what is so damn well URGENT.

Oh, comrade, what a terrible bore. Dean Gwyneth Adams requires my presence.

Urgently.

 
  

 Upon my arrival, I was instructed to take a seat. Wedging myself huffily into a chair, I reflected upon how much I miss our former dean, Peter Wesley. It’s been a year since the old boy’s retirement.

I met him in the late-nineties in Kidlington’s better bookstore, both of us coincidentally looking to purchase the same tome on Euripides. I made a jest, the punchline being—it’s all Greek to me! Dean Wesley laughed uproariously and invited me back to Huntingham.

Our former dean was very much of the old school. I was appointed to my role after several glasses of Madeira and a lively fireside chat. Peter was a noted Anglophile, having studied for his PhD at Grace Chapel some three decades before I wound up in Oxford. Despite my unfondness for the city, I played along with his misty reminiscences. We also discussed Greek tragedy, naturally, and after noticing the depth of my erudition, Dean Wesley suggested it would be good to have another Oxford man about the place. We sealed the deal with a handshake. Alas, they don’t make them like Peter anymore.

Three urgent minutes after my arrival, a brass-plated door opened lazily across the corridor. Behind it, Huntingham’s fresh monarch was all smiles.

William, come on in, Dean Adams flatly intoned.

After we settled in chairs either side of her desk, Gwyneth lifted an ice-filled pitcher and offered to pour me some sweet tea, which I declined.

Now, said the dean, I requested your company in order to personally extend you an invitation. Huntingham is soon to host a VIP at a special dinner. And although I find it astounding, the guest in question has requested that you, Professor Goodwin, be seated next to him.

My goodness, surely not.

He’s a celebrity of enormous fame, the dean continued.

Closing my eyes, I clamped hold of the bridge of my nose.

Perhaps you’ve heard rumors of his benevolence toward Huntingham, Professor Goodwin?

Neither unhanding my nose, nor opening my eyes, I proffered my response. Please don’t tell me, I muttered, that you are referring to one Gerald Arthur McCain.

Oh my, said Dean Adams, I had no idea of the man’s middle name. Surely only a Pale Fires fan would know such a thing, William.

I fixed our dean with a solemn stare. I am indeed fan-atical about the man’s dire entanglement with Huntingham, I said. And let me now state, Gwyneth, that I will be declining your invitation to dinner.

It had now become clear to me that Gerry McCain hopes to trap your gentle guide in a room, surrounded only by decrepit academics, creatures barely capable of saving a date, let alone the fragile genius in their midst. Yes, this confirms the rock star as Jack Grey, the assassin-in-chief.

That’s unfortunate, said Gwyneth. But anyway, let’s discuss the final item on our agenda. Are you aware of Professor Schaufenberg’s imminent retirement?

The old boy had a good run, I nodded.

An inspirational run, Gwyneth responded. And a Pulitzer Prize for Poetry. Have you ever visited his rooms, professor?

Only once, I replied.

Surely you couldn’t fail to notice that view, said Gwyneth, loudly taking her own breath away.

This reaction was understandable. By dint of being the longest-serving member of faculty, Professor Schaufenberg laid claim to Huntingham’s plum spot. His rooms occupy the top two floors of the tower adorning the building in which I am modestly housed, Rockefeller Hall.

My first encounter with our resident poet shines bright in my memory. Soon after my appointment, Günther must have heard of the new wunderkind on the block. Within just a few short months, I received an invitation to one of his gatherings.

Turning up fashionably late, I stepped inside. It must be admitted that even your hard-to-please mentor let out a gasp. The vista was truly exquisite, a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view through four tall windows. Spinning giddily around, one’s eyes could pick out every inch of our campus, the Jakobskill River and the dramatic silhouette of the Catskills.

Günther noticed my appreciation. All I have to do is sit right here, he whispered, indicating a delightful wingback chair, and it happens, Professor Goodwin. Poetry, music of the Muses, as if by magic, it happens.

Not only did Schaufenberg have access to this perfect panorama, his room was also bedecked floor to ceiling with bookcases. Oh my, here stood a library that had been erected for the gods.

While I wistfully recalled this, our Tennesseean Dean was composing one of her meaningful looks.

Dearest Gwyneth, I said, whilst I don’t know our resident bard well, if you believe I’m the best man for his retirement speech, I suppose . . .

Our monarch started to giggle in a rather uncontrolled manner, a display she tried to conceal behind a quivering hand. Professor Goodwin, Gwyneth finally managed to splutter, I’m grateful for the offer. But no, as it happens some of Shaufenberg’s fellow Pulitzers have offered to say a few words. However, she continued, there remains the small matter of Professor Shaufenberg’s rooms. We couldn’t let such a fine space go to waste, wouldn’t you agree?

Hmm . . . I replied, my mind still composing several witty oratorical lines.

Gwyneth widened her eyes at me. William, she growled, would you be interested in taking Professor Shaufenberg’s rooms?

All at once my train of thought jumped the tracks. Wait, I said, you mean little old me, Gwyneth? Housed in the confines of Rockefeller Tower? Goodness gracious. Well, I suppose . . .

I’ll add you to the list, then, Gwyneth intoned, before her voice fell into an odd staccato mode. I-am-due-to-make-my-dec-i-sion-the-day-af-ter-Ger-ald-Arthur-Mc-Cain-comes-to-din-ner.

Finally, the dean and I were aligned, our tracks forming four parallel lines. You know, I chuckled, suddenly my appetite runneth over.

That’s all then, Professor, Gwyneth concluded through grit teeth.

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 20, 2019

 

 Your mentor feels giddy twice over. Our latest Oxonian chapter sits in my lap, while a pretty picture sits in my mind, the image of a dapper fellow poring over tales in his tower-top room.

Of course, to secure the vaunted spot, your mentor is required to take part in a modicum of ugly horse-trading. The rock star will no doubt reek of bourbon and profanity, and one will have to hold one’s nose, if not one’s peace—our Tennesseean Dean did not insist I play nice.

Now, obviously there’s the very real danger that Gerald Arthur McCain will try to inflict some harm upon me over dinner. Comrade, I shall defend myself. Let me share a secret with you. Several years ago, after an ugly incident with a demented rail trail cyclist, your commentator felt compelled to make an unlikely purchase. Consequently, I am now the owner of a weapon. Said weapon sits in a desk drawer, a perfectly darling silver revolver whose length measures precisely the same width as my palm.

But it is possible, of course, that McCain simply craves one’s learned company. Perhaps my reputation as a witty conversationalist has reached the urine-soaked halls of rock and roll. Perhaps the lead singer of The Pale Fires simply wishes to cross swords, verbally speaking, with the best in the business, an experience that money can’t buy.

Aha, talking of pricelessness, your mentor would like to point out something else money cannot purchase. It can’t buy you love, Gerry. And should it transpire you wish to assail me, beware. I will prove myself a capable defender. Tiny pistol in my hand.

Off with his head.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 19

 
 Making his way back down the lane toward Cockbayne, Ali tried to make sense of everything. Surely Anton Belsky’s White Rabbit coronation was nothing but a positive. His tutor being the head of the Saracens might later bestow further advantages on Ali, an even grander status than star pupil, additional privileges within the rabbit club, perhaps.

It was unfortunate his adventure was about to be interrupted by the end of Michaelmas term and his return to California for the holidays.

Ali had almost reached his room when a voice made him look up the staircase.

“Gosh, you look deep enough in thought to drill holes in the pavement.”

It was T-bone, wearing his Red Sox cap. “Glad I found you, Ali. I just had a ridiculous idea. How are you fixed up for Christmas?”

“I’m flying back home.”

“Good heavens,” said T-bone. “Surely Christmas doesn’t make any sense in California. I think you’d better come with me to Venice.”

 
  

 Ali wanted to plead his case to his mom on the phone but she was away at a basket-weaving class. Marty had not reacted well. Your poor damn mom, he kept spluttering. Translation—that poor damn nonrefundable plane ticket.

“I’m out of coins,” Ali said, hanging up when there were only three left in his hand.

The appeal of T-bone’s Venice plans became even more fantastical when Ali learned the details. Their adventure would be a leisurely road trip through Europe in T-bone’s Jaguar. First Normandy, then Paris and Burgundy, we’ll check out some wineries. Geneva, where T-bone might, yawn, have to dine with some of his father’s banking associates.

Turin, Milan, Verona.

Where would they stay in Venice?

“Our family has this crumbling palazzo.” T-bone winced. “Decently located but hideously damp. If that sounds too grim, we could stay in a hotel.”

The hotel mention allowed Ali to bring up the fact that he couldn’t nearly afford such a lavish trip.

“Promise me we’ll never talk about money again,” said T-bone. “I’ll get down on my hands and knees if I must. Please, there’s no one else. Can you imagine me driving myself solo? I’d go utterly bonkers and swerve off an Alpine pass. I’m begging you, Ali.”

How could he possibly say no?

However, Ali did feel terrible about not seeing his mom over the holidays. He wrote her a letter saying so halfway through the trip, recounting some of the highlights—sand dunes, pear champagne, heart-shaped French cheese. He mailed the letter from Paris.

From Paris, goddammit!

After four wine-filled Parisian days, they stayed three in Dijon, which turned out to be a place as well as a mustard. Already Ali had accidentally ordered several unspeakable animal parts—and actually enjoyed eating them—the entire trip a spectacular disavowal of his Oxford vegetarianism.

While en route to Geneva, T-bone hastily decided to make a diversion to Lyon, a two-lane swerve greeted by wailing French horns, because he said it was the only place in the world to eat cardoons—a kind of vegetable, apparently.

They reached Geneva three days later, Ali full to the brim not only of cardoons but also duck pâté, pike quenelles, foie gras, praline tart . . .

Back on the road, the Alps appeared on the horizon. Soon, T-bone’s Jaguar was zooming along the kind of twisty high-altitude roads you might find in a James Bond movie.

T-bone mentioned again how dull the road trip would have been without Ali. How on earth could this be? Was T-bone already tired of extravagance by the age of eighteen? The thought of being inured to fine wines, restaurants and European travel felt cataclysmic.

After crossing the border into Italy, Brideshead Revisited jumped into Ali’s head again. He recalled the pleasurable act of turning the novel’s pages, lying in the hammock strung between their backyard magnolia trees. He read it several more times after Lucy Rochester gifted it to him as a good-luck charm and remembered the hug his drama teacher had given him when he told her about Belsky’s phone call offering him a place at Cockbayne. If you love Oxford half as much as I did, you’ll have the time of your life.

Early on in Brideshead, Sebastian Flyte invites Charles Ryder to join him in Venice, where his father, Lord Marchmain, lives, Sebastian and Charles traveling by train rather than expensive convertible. How extraordinary that books could transport you—and not only through time and space but ambition as well. Novels allowed you to dream of new worlds. But they were also the spark that urged you to seek them out yourself. The words of Evelyn Waugh, an Englishman who died a decade before Ali was born, had propelled him on an adventure fifty years later. If Ali hadn’t read Brideshead, he would never have come to Oxford or drunk Chateau Peyraguey, heaven with strawberries, or been driven around by a charming aristocrat.

That being said, William Wynne-Goode had made it clear the de Beaunes were not aristocrats in the purest sense. No, unlike some of the great ennobled families of Britain, the de Beaunes couldn’t trace their lineage all the way back to the twelfth, thirteenth or even fourteenth century. In fact, T-bone’s great-great-uncle had been made the first Baron de Beaune of Hoick by Queen Victoria at the end of the nineteenth century, quite simply because the man was impeccably rich! T-bone’s father was the Fourth Baron and T-bone would eventually become the fifth. Not that T-bone ever wanted to talk about such matters and would agitatedly ruffle his orange hair if the conversation ever drifted toward his family. Appropriately enough, T-bone’s orange dye was beginning to fade—and his roots were beginning to show.

After two nights in Turin and one in Milan, they reached the outskirts of Venice. T-bone parked at the sprawling Piazzale Roma and then wandered off to find a payphone. They had arrived two days later than planned, in sullen weather, but T-bone would smooth everything over and then they would take a gondola to the family palazzo.

“If it’s your first time in Venice,” said T-bone, “it’s the only way to arrive.”

Anticipation felt like a cold pocket of air wedged behind Ali’s breastbone. He remembered the scene from Brideshead, Lord Marchmain’s gondoliers dressed in green-and-white livery, silver plaques on their chests.

When T-bone returned from the payphone, his face was immensely pale and his expression as stiff as a mask.

“Is something wrong?” Ali asked.

“My father,” said T-bone. “The old bastard’s croaked it.”

 
  

 Ali would never see Venice. Or no more of it than the Piazzale Roma and the bridge standing over the smooth gray waters of the Venetian Lagoon. Randolph de Beaune, fourth Baron of Hoick, had died of a heart attack three days earlier, purchasing cigarettes in a Heathrow airport store. T-bone recounted the details of the phone conversation with a stiff efficiency and was stiffer still when Ali tried to hug him. “Let’s just not, Ali.”

Every effort had been made to contact T-bone—but he hadn’t used his credit card for weeks, having paid cash wherever he and Ali roomed or dined, and had stopped buying newspapers after they crossed into Italy as T-bone spoke only French, German and Latin. The deceased baron’s butler, Pinter, arranged two tickets for a flight back to England. But as they drove away from Venice, T-bone said he couldn’t face getting back so soon, only to wait for the funeral in the freezing rooms of Hoick Hall, surrounded by his awful relatives.

It had taken thirteen days to travel elegantly from Oxford to Venice.

“I can make it back in two,” said T-bone.

“You’re sure you want to?” said Ali.

“It’ll be good for me.” T-bone employed the same flat tone he’d been using ever since returning from the payphone. “I can keep my mind on the road, nothing but road,” he said. “You won’t mind if we don’t talk about any of this?”

T-bone drove fast and with surprising precision, slicing through fields of Fiats and Lancias. Somewhere between Verona and Milan he finally spoke again. “I’m not upset,” he said, pausing as if to gauge the truth of his words. “I don’t want you to think I’m upset, Ali.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s not the truth,” said T-bone, “and the truth matters.”

“It’s okay to be upset,” said Ali.

“Of course it bloody is,” said T-bone, irritably. “I’m just—not. I hate the guy. Hated. Forever conducting affairs with impossibly young women, scandal after scandal. Upset Mummy enormously. So you see, I hate him, actually. I truly hate him. And now I have to become him.”

“Is that what’s most upsetting?” said Ali.

The car was slowing. Ali turned to look at T-bone, who was pulling over to the side of the road. Tears were running down his cheeks.

 
  

 Ali drove the rest of the way, bypassing Milan and Geneva. They spent an unremarkable night in Dijon and resumed early next morning. T-bone remained mostly silent, knees hunched, shoulders stooped, his brow pressed to the passenger window. Was it legal for Ali to be driving? He went easy on the gas pedal.

After they slipped around Paris, he finally asked T-bone what he meant about becoming his father.

“The old bastard made it clear I was the heir to something more important than any aristocratic title. I’m an only child—officially, in any case. So I was always earmarked to take over the bank. Only here’s the thing. I was supposed to learn the ropes by Father’s side, three years’ time, after Oxford.”

“What will you do?”

“Leave Grace Chapel, abandon my studies. I know who the trusted lieutenants are. I’ll be head of De Beaune’s in name only. Until one day, I’ll have learned everything. And I shall have to step up.”

“But you don’t want to!”

“Obviously not. But it’s my duty.”

“Fuck duty!”

“Fuck duty, yes, wouldn’t that be nice.”

T-bone turned away to rest his brow on the glass once again.

 
  

 The return journey took three days.

When they parted at Paddington Station, there was too much luggage for Ali to haul back on the train to Oxford.

“I’ll send it on in the post,” said T-bone.

“Man,” said Ali, “that is a lot of my stuff to mail.”

“You promised we’d never talk about money again.”

“Maybe I’m talking about inconvenience,” said Ali.

“Well, I have my own butler now,” said T-bone. “Pinter will do it for me.”

“You even inherit the butler?” Ali grinned.

“You’re funny, Alistair McCain,” said T-bone, “and I love you very much.”

T-bone held the back of Ali’s head and kissed him on the cheek. “This isn’t goodbye,” he said, climbing into his car. “This is so long for now.”

The door closed. The engine roared. And soon, Thomas de Beaune, the fifth Baron of Hoick, was gone.

 
  

 A bevy of gray business types were heading in and out of college when Ali arrived. Damn it! he recalled. Cockbayne rented out students’ rooms between terms.

In the lodge, head porter Clive confirmed that room six, Henry Tudor Tower, was housing one of the attendees of a financial services conference.

Ali had no money and no plane ticket. Buckley Hall wasn’t an option—The Pale Fires tour ran until late January.

Perhaps Ali’s demeanor communicated his plight. With a wink, Clive handed him a key.

“Will this be added to my . . .” Ali paused, exhausted and fumbling for the correct Oxford word for their fees.

“Your battels? Not if I’ve already forgotten you’re here, young man.”

He smiled gratefully. And then Ali realized he was holding the key to Victor’s room.

Stepping into the Cloister, he found this coincidence almost funny. He’d been thinking about Victor thirty minutes earlier, trudging laboriously from the train station toward Cockbayne, not least because Ali had prioritized his books when deciding which items of luggage to reclaim from T-bone’s trunk. He remembered Victor’s story of hauling a backpack filled with novels, fearing he would fall and be forever pinned to the sidewalk.

Ali turned the key and opened the door. Might the spirit of his friend still be in the room, Victor’s smoky breath clinging to its curtains and shelves? How would Victor Campbell have judged Ali’s recent European adventure, everything paid for by a rich banker’s son?

Why would you fuckn care what I think, pal?

Why indeed?

The room was clean and smelled of air freshener. Had Victor ever returned to pick up his possessions? And if so, had he come looking for Ali?

 
  

 Money was a problem. Marty had agreed to fund Ali’s first year in three installments and the next payment wasn’t due until the beginning of Hilary term—mid-January, more than three weeks away. Ali couldn’t bear the thought of phoning home, pleading for additional funds. Which meant he’d have to live on less than two pounds a day until his bank balance was refreshed.

As the thin sunlight shrank to nothingness, he headed to the nearest supermarket. Christmas turkey and stuffing sandwiches filled the shelves. British sandwiches were generally unpalatable, skinny constructions of slender white bread with meager fillings. But Ali was hungry and currently poor. He purchased a ham sandwich. Other than bread, nine-tenths of the sandwich was a slimy salad, long past its best. The quantity of ham hidden between shreds of lettuce suggested the sandwich was miraculously close to vegetarian. He paused midchew, wondering what Izzy was doing, the Oldmans probably gift wrapping Christmas presents, the Jane Austen Collection, the Complete George Orwell. Even though hungry, Ali threw away the dry crusts of his dinner. Having spent several weeks in Europe, he was now a gourmet.

In the weeks that followed, whenever he headed to the supermarket, Ali chose a circuitous route that took him past Eden & Cromwell. The finest tailor in town, William had told him one night—and apparently the only place in which the Saracens uniform could be purchased. The suits in the window looked immaculate. The Saracens uniform wasn’t on display, although one of the mannequins wore a gray top hat with a caramel ribbon. Ali recalled that the caramel color indicated a Rusty Rabbit, the second level in the Saracen hierarchy. Would he even manage to make it to the first? Whenever he stared through the window, his chest began to fill up with nervous excitement, followed by an increasing sense of determination. Yes, Ali would do whatever it took.

He proceeded to live on food labeled reduced for quick sale. There were hand pies labeled as pasties, filled with cheese and onion, or dry beef and raw-tasting potato. Sometimes he’d unearth a bonanza of cheap sandwiches or sausage rolls, which he would store in the communal fridge located on the staircase’s second-floor hallway.

However, he did get to read every day. And in this way his weeks were as thrilling as those spent in Europe. Ali read everything he possessed before casting his mind back to the writers Izzy and Emma loved. Hunter S. Thompson, Sylvia Plath, Virginia Woolf. He borrowed piles of books from the library. Perhaps the spirit of Victor Campbell had possessed him, because he began to read two novels every day. He felt like a religious ascetic in a cave, his life hermitic, his senses sharpened by isolation.

On Christmas Eve it occurred to him that The Pale Fires tour was probably on a brief hiatus. And he’d been eating enough reduced for quick sale he could maybe spare some money, try to reach Gerry again. His phone call was answered and he eagerly fed his first coin into the payphone. It was seven at night and the sounds of a party were filling the earpiece, Gerry’s manager slurring loudly down the line. Ali had to yell back, repeating himself, more and more coins disappearing into the phone’s thirsty slot. Finally, he made himself understood. And this time Ali didn’t receive the stock nice one response.

“Are you not getting the message, kid? Gel wants sweet fanny Adams to do with you, mate. Have yourself a merry little fuck off.”

Christmas passed miserably. The year shifted to 1995 and two weeks later his luggage arrived. There was also a brief note from T-bone. Turns out I didn’t hate the old bastard after all. Shit! Come visit me at Hoick Hall anytime, Ali. You’re the only thing about Oxford I’m going to miss. TBx

It was a Saturday, mid-January. Tomorrow Hilary term would begin and Ali could return to Henry Tudor Tower and embark upon his Saracenic ascent. He had eaten abysmally—and sometimes not at all—but managed to hold back a five-pound banknote, enough cash to treat himself. There was a small café across town that served platters of sausage, bacon and egg with mounds of French fries. Victor had suggested they go sometime, greasy food a magic fuckn hangover cure. But they never did. So now Ali headed there in honor of Victor and to celebrate the final day in his room. Perhaps he’d have enough money left to buy himself a beer in the Churchill Arms.

His stomach must have shrunk because he struggled to finish the plate of food. But wiping his last smear of ketchup with his final chip, Ali rose triumphantly to his feet, with enough money in his pocket for one pint of Old Faded Glory, the Gel McCain special.

Now Ali wished that the barman had perhaps done more damage to his father. The phone calls with Gerry’s manager had been haunting him for weeks.

Opening the door to the Churchill Arms, its omnipresent smog washed over him. Ali passed through a wall of sunlight dividing the space from corner to corner and took a stool at the bar. The sleepy pub had a post-lunch, pre-Hilary atmosphere, the space filled with nooks and hidden snugs.

In the farthest corner of the room, two people were seated, the angles of their bodies suggesting hushed tones, quiet words. Something compelled Ali to keep staring at them. One of them was tall, the other much shorter, with a more composed demeanor. Ali suddenly realized that it was William Wynne-Goode and Dr. Anton Belsky.

At first, this felt shocking. But maybe not. Rusty Rabbit and White Rabbit. William sipped from a glass of red wine. Dr. Belsky’s hand lifted a teacup furtively to his lips.

For some reason, Ali felt he shouldn’t be seen by them. A newspaper was on the bar counter. He picked it up and opened it as the barman took his order, Ali opting for the strongest beer available.

He wondered if William and Belsky might be talking about him. They looked like master and pupil, Belsky pointedly stabbing the table with a short forefinger, William zealously taking everything in.

They finished their drinks and got to their feet. Ali lifted the newspaper, tuning in to their conversation.

“No need to thank me, William. It’s my duty to look out for my bunnies.”

“Even my father couldn’t land me a summer job in the Prime Minister’s office.”

“Ah, but your father never rose to the snowy white peaks of the Saracens. Incidentally, William, I hated having to ask for something in return.”

“But you’re absolutely right, Dr. Belsky. The time has come for me to prove my ability to command.”

“And perhaps have some impish fun while you’re at it.”

“Mischief is my middle name, sir.”

“Wonderful. I already have you earmarked for remarkable things, William. In any case, we Old Ecclesiasts have always stuck together. All for one and one for all.”

“Indeed we have. And never fear, sir. I am a gentleman who knows how to repay favors.”

And then they passed out of earshot.

How extraordinary. To imagine Dr. Belsky wielding great power made Ali feel dizzy with excitement for his own future. He’d never thought especially hard about life after his degree, having vaguely wondered about doing a PhD and then embarking on a life in academia. But now a thousand possibilities sprang into being. Oxford graduates didn’t solely become politicians. They seemed to populate every interesting sphere of the business and media worlds. Lucy Rochester told him the student who’d cast her in The Crucible was Tom Stokes, the renowned movie director. The Oscar-winning actress, Sarah Winslow, had been one of Ms. Rochester’s costars. Ali had studied the Cockbayne alumni section in his handbook, an incredibly long and grand list of poets and playwrights, novelists, Nobel-prize winners, inventors . . .

Wasn’t it true that Ali could act, he could write, he was smart—and soon perhaps he would be impressively well-connected?

Now it felt even more important that he should join the Saracens. Ali had, after all, looked splendid in William’s top hat.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 20

 
 He woke early on the first day of Hilary to transfer his belongings back to his room in Henry Tudor Tower. Then he went to the ATM, inserted his card and pressed balance while holding his breath. Finally, a number flashed, over a thousand pounds in his account. “Thank you, Marty,” he whispered, withdrawing a small pile of banknotes.

Returning to Cockbayne, he passed through the Covered Market, its jumble of small stores and stalls beneath a high roof of iron trusses and beams. He visited the store that sold freshly made sandwiches.

Ali left with his prize in a paper bag, two thick heels of ciabatta stuffed with turkey, cheese and roasted vegetables. His vegetarianism could resume as soon as Izzy was back. It was three times the size of a supermarket sandwich and five times the price.

Perhaps Ali would sit on his window seat, looking out over Front Quad, awaiting his friends’ return. However, it was too early for anyone but the students who lived closest to Oxford to arrive. He took a walk to fill the hours of the bright, cold morning, following the river through Grace Chapel Meadow. One of the topics Ali had to study this term was Modern Literature Post-1910. And he was immensely well prepared—all that time reading in Victor’s room.

As for Victor, after his long, cleansing break, he might even come back to them.

In addition to this exciting possibility, there was also the prospect of William Wynne-Goode educating him in the Saracen way.

One must undertake certain endeavors in order to establish strength of character, a chap’s intestinal and psychological fortitude.

What might William have in mind?

When he turned back toward college, Ali could see the Oxford skyline through the bare limbs of the meadow’s trees. Domes and spires and towers, Cockbayne Bell Tower the finest among them, like a monolith guarding the entrance to an ancient realm. Breathing it in, Ali felt an intense spirit of belonging.

He flipped up the collar of his balmacaan and felt the itch of the cricket sweater beneath it.

Back in their room, William Wynne-Goode was at his desk, writing something on heavy notepaper with a fountain pen.

They greeted each other.

T-bone had made Ali promise not to mention their European trip to William. Why? Would his roommate be jealous? No, T-bone had said, unconvincingly. It’s just Venice isn’t really his scene.

Ali felt he also shouldn’t mention overhearing his roommate’s conversation with Belsky.

“When did you get back, William?” he asked him, as if innocently.

“Actually, I arrived in town a day early. Appointment with an old family friend. Stayed at the Oscar Hotel overnight. The breakfast kippers are highly recommended.”

“So . . .” said Ali, allowing the word to hover.

“You’re curious about forthcoming challenges, I suppose. Of the nonacademic variety, naturally.”

“What do you have in store for me?”

“Why don’t we start with the more instructive elements of your Saracen journey? Your clothing, for example.” He eyed him up and down. “I have nothing against what you’re currently sporting, Alistair. The cricket jumper, the rakish overcoat, the sort of ensemble T-bone pulls off with great élan. That reminds me. Do you happen to know anything about T-bone’s misfortune?”

“His dad?” Ali nodded. “I heard about it on the news. What a goddam disaster.”

“Yes, a sad and sudden loss.” William nodded somberly. “I do prefer it when words are constrained to their original meanings. Disaster, tragedy, for example. I recently heard a fellow on the radio describing a football team’s performance as tragic. I think the Greek tragedians Euripides and Sophocles would have shuddered. Nothing is worse than linguistic slippage. Anyway, before I work myself up into a lather—neckties!”

“Neckties?”

“Yes, just a personal opinion but your necktie should be from Drake’s. You can find them on Savile Row.”

“Noted,” said Ali.

“And your suit should be Anderson & Sheppard.”

“Of Savile Row?”

“Naturally. Goodness, I feel rather like Professor Henry Higgins right now.”

“How about my shoes?”

“Your grandfather’s,” said William. “Or his preferred shoemaker at the very least.”

“That’s a problem.” Ali smiled. “I don’t know who my grandfather is on the English side. Apparently, my dad has no idea, either.”

“The bastard son of a bastard son!” William crossed his arms and leaned back. “Goodness, it sounds most medieval. Anyway, back to matters sartorial. Now, let’s see. Shirting and male hosiery!”

 
  

 Snow started to dust the buildings of Cockbayne. Ali stepped over the familiar threshold of Staircase Seven toward Victor’s room and knocked on the door, holding his breath a moment when he heard movement inside.

The door opened a crack, revealing an eye. “All right, pal. What do you want?”

“Victor!” Ali felt elated. “It’s me.”

“Victor doesn’t live here anymore,” said the voice, the crack widening to reveal a face Ali vaguely recognized from the Beer Cellar. The young man’s features were different to Victor’s but his voice sounded similar.

“Sorry,” said Ali. “Do you know what happened to Victor?”

“All I know is I got a phone call a week back, a room in college had opened up due to a rustication. I’m Davey, by the way.”

“Ali,” said Ali. “Wait, rustication?”

“Aye, it’s one of those absolute nonsense words they . . .”

“Suspension, I know.”

“Spot-on, pal. I’m guessing Victor lived here, then. He was one of your mates?”

“Is, I hope.”

“Sorry,” said Davey. “He and I chatted in the bar a few times—spotted the accent, Celtic brothers, all that nonsense. I’ll be honest with you, Ali. There’s a whole bunch of tests to get back in once you’re rusticated. And I’d say Victor won’t be having any of that shite.”

“Why’s that?”

“I got the feeling he wasn’t into this place. But look, you don’t mind if I get back to my reading now?”

“Right, of course not. I’ll let you go,” he said as Davey closed the door.

 
  

 Turning to head back to his room, Ali almost walked into Izzy, who could barely see where she was going, struggling with several heavy bags. Ali helped her carry them to her room and Izzy collapsed on the bed. “I’m sore and exhausted,” she wailed.

“Didn’t your parents drive you?” Ali asked. “And where’s Guy?”

“He’s an awful riser,” said Izzy.

“Really? He’s never missed a lecture.”

“Only because I threaten him. For his own good.”

“Threaten him with what?”

“Oh, I don’t know. General . . . disappointment. Anyway, he was snoring in bed—obviously Mum and Dad wouldn’t dare disturb their favorite child. But I refused to wait any longer. Off I stormed, jumped on a train, no idea how to actually get here. That’ll show everyone, I was thinking. I’m not sure any of them care. The three of them are probably in the car now, laughing about me. Took me three trains and two tubes to get here. I got my east and my west slightly mixed up. Turns out they’re diametrically opposed.”

Ali stared at her a moment. For some reason, this conversation was reminding him of their play rehearsals, Izzy rummaging through her memory for the right lines. “Is everything cool between you and Guy? Is he okay?”

“What do you mean?”

“He seemed pretty out of it by the end of last term. And angry.”

Izzy sighed, lifting her chin to stare at the ceiling.

“Look, I’m no prude,” said Ali. “I somehow admire my father, a man who’s famous for his superhuman consumption of alcohol and every variety of illicit drug.”

“Right,” said Izzy, folding her arms. “Guy’s only smoking pot—I think. Although he’s smoking a hell of a lot.”

“You’re sure it’s just pot?”

“I’m his sister, not his keeper, Ali.”

Ali crossed the room and sat on the window seat. Students filled the Quad, ready for the first day of term. And then Guy entered the Cloister—accompanied by his and Izzy’s parents, presumably.

“Hey, your mom and dad are here,” said Ali.

“What’s that?” said Izzy, as if shaken from a trance.

“Your parents!” Ali tapped at the spot on the window. “Can I meet them?”

“Can you . . . ? No!” said Izzy. “I’m supposed to be punishing them.”

“Fine. Sorry for being interested.”

“Can we talk about something else? Like, how are you fixed up this afternoon? Do you need to start work desperately?”

“Actually,” said Ali, “I got a heck of a lot done over the break.”

“Then spend the day with me,” said Izzy, pushing herself up to lean on the headboard. “I’m feeling the urgent need for gentle companionship.”

“I don’t know if I can promise gentle. What if I’m actually not gentle at all?”

“Oh, but you are, Alistair McCain. I think you might be the gentlest, most genuine soul I’ve ever met. Please say yes. Honestly, I need the company right now.”

“Yes,” Ali answered, gently. “There’s nothing I’d like more, Izzy.”

 
  

 “I know where we should go—bell tower,” said Izzy, emerging with a key. “The porter sized me up warily and I smiled my best happy-life smile. Apparently, I’ve passed the mental health test.”

Soon, they were climbing the spiral staircase, their breathlessness rewarded at the top with a view across Oxford, dozens of ancient colleges, churches and libraries all built of the same yellow stone. It felt like they were staring down at a city of sandcastles.

Having gazed out from each side, they paused to look down at the river. Snow was still falling, the flakes twice as bright against Izzy’s dark hair. Ali stared at the spot where they’d met under a yew tree. Was Izzy looking at the same patch of ground? And if so, was she thinking what he was thinking?

Great heights somehow made Ali feel intensely alive. The few inches separating him from fatality set his pulse racing.

He mentioned his road trip with T-bone, warning that the tale ended badly.

“Tell me everything,” said Izzy, “and in the right order. I don’t want you to leave out a single detail.”

Ali embarked on his story, all the things he’d eaten, drunk and found thrilling, concluding with the news of T-bone’s father.

“Poor T-bone. And poor you.” Izzy looped her arm through his.

“I’ve been wondering—what’s worse? To lose someone you love just like that, bang, they drop dead. Or is it more painful to know the end’s in sight, a terminal cancer diagnosis, say. And then you watch them fall gradually into the grave?”

“At least if you know what’s coming, you can say your goodbyes. Maybe even reveal all your secrets, scrub the slate clean.”

“But on the flip side,” said Ali, “what about the weeks or months of waiting in pain? You get a clean slate on the one hand but also a whole bag of bleak memories.”

“I’ve never known anyone who’s died,” said Izzy. “Not even a grandparent. Everything I know about pain and mourning comes from novels. And I’m not sure I connect with those parts. I must be disgustingly callous.”

“After Venice,” said Ali, “I started thinking about that part near the end of Brideshead Revisited when Lord Marchmain dies. Reading it the first time, I got really upset. I was in our backyard, crying my eyes out beneath the magnolia trees.”

“See,” said Izzy, “I am callous. Nothing I’ve ever read has moved me like that.”

“But here’s the thing,” said Ali. “Yes, I was upset for Julia, at her father’s bedside, Lord Marchmain sucking on his black tube of oxygen before she loses him forever. But I realized something. I wasn’t crying for Julia. I was crying for me—the lost father thing, I guess. And then I thought, that’s okay. None of the people in this novel are real.”

“I’m actually worse than callous, then. I found that section faintly ridiculous, Lord Marchmain’s absurd deathbed conversion to Catholicism. Whereas you found the humanity in the ending. Because you, Ali, are gentle and genuine.”

“Or a crybaby. But that’s not where I was going. Because when T-bone’s dad died, I also got upset, crying in my room when we stopped in Dijon. But I’ve never met Randolph de Beaune. I don’t think I was even crying for T-bone. I was crying for me, at the idea of losing my dad. So I came to the obvious conclusion. I must be incredibly selfish.”

“That’s not selfishness,” said Izzy. “That’s what the world calls empathy! And maybe that’s why I love books. I’m trying desperately to learn how to have some. The only bits of novels that move me are when a character doesn’t get to spend her whole life with someone she loves. I can get quite irked about it. What a sheltered life I’ve lived.”

“Or maybe just a short one. We’re only eighteen years old!”

“Gentle, genuine and wise!” Izzy squeezed his arm.

“Sure,” said Ali, “wise enough to sense the snow isn’t letting up anytime soon. Should we go somewhere warmer? We could park ourselves in the common room’s armchairs.”

“Let’s get out of college completely,” said Izzy. “Take me on an adventure, Ali. I spend most of my time in Oxford right here.”

“How about a museum? Wanna see some dinosaurs?”

“With you as my guide, Ali? Absolutely.”

 
  

 Inside the museum they rubbed snow from their hair and brushed each other’s backs.

“Now,” said Ali, putting on a voice, “allow me to prepare you for the dizzying delights we’re about to encounter.”

“Oh my God,” said Izzy, covering her mouth. “That’s a terrifyingly perfect impersonation of your roommate.”

“Indeed.” Ali smiled. “One has been honing one’s skills since the Feast of St. Francis Xavier.”

“Really, Mr Wynne-Goode? And when was that?”

“The final day of Michaelmas. Now, Isabelle, one doesn’t wish to appear patronizing. But are you aware of the origin of the word dinosaur?”

“No, please educate me, William.”

“It derives from the Greek deinos for terrible and saurus, meaning lizard. Are you ready to encounter a number of such terrible lizards?” Ali pointed the way with a soft flourish.

Entering the museum’s main exhibition hall, Izzy gasped. It was a vast space with a soaring glass ceiling supported by iron beams like giant wishbones.

“Here we have Iguanodon bernissartensis, whose . . .”

Izzy gripped Ali’s shoulder. “William might now be overstaying his welcome,” she said.

“Sorry.” Ali ruffled his hair vigorously. “I got a tiny bit carried away.”

“Massively swept up from where I’m standing,” said Izzy.

They moved between wooden platforms and glass cases, reading descriptions to each other, seeking the oldest object they could find.

“Look,” said Ali, touching a large cube of granite. “Here’s some rock that’s nearly as old as my dad’s!”

Izzy feigned outrage. “So McCain Junior is allowed to be rude about The Pale Fires?”

“Obviously.” Ali smiled. “He’s my father.”

“How old is it, then?” Izzy stroked the rock.

“Two-point-seven billion years,” said Ali, peering at the plaque. “You know, I read somewhere that if a year lasted a second, the earth would be a hundred forty-four years of age. Which makes this rock we’re touching—” he paused to do the math “—eighty-five years. Meanwhile, you and I, Izzy, are a mere eighteen seconds. So it’s okay if we don’t understand everything, no?”

“I presume you’re referring to our earlier conversation,” said Izzy, placing a hand on her hip. “Are we really using a hunk of rock to make a point about my empathy skills? Way to woo a girl, Ali.”

“I thought I was never permitted to woo you again.” He smiled.

Izzy paused uncomfortably, as if about to say something. But thinking better of it, she turned and drifted farther down the hall, as if still astonished by all the prehistoric treasures around her.

Ali caught up with her beneath a hanging killer whale skeleton and then led them into a darker space, its glass cases stuffed with historical artifacts, one of them marked, Flutes, Lutes and Zithers.

“It sounds like a medieval tribute band,” he said, then putting on his best Gel McCain voice. “Good evening, ladies and mental men. We are Flutes, Lutes and fuhkin Zithers.”

They climbed the stairs and skipped the lower gallery when Izzy spied a case of seventeenth-century toys, all of the dolls inside looking like creatures ripped from childhood nightmares. The upper gallery was labeled Shields, Spears, Samurais . . . the alliterative description failing to prepare them for the enormous variety of weaponry filling the space.

“Just look at the jaw-dropping number of ways that humans have found to kill one another,” said Izzy.

They agreed that death was a good note on which to end their cultural activities.

Outside, the snow had stopped, leaving its white dust on the pavements, their shoes making footprints as they headed back to the city center.

When they reached the High Street, Izzy suggested a drink. “But not the Churchill. I don’t want to bump into anyone we know.”

They wandered along stone passageways, eventually happening upon a pub called The Bear. Inside, they settled into the seats nearest a flickering fireplace.

“What are you thinking about?” Ali asked.

She sipped her drink and then rested her chin in her hands. “That glass case full of dolls.”

“Nothing creepier than really old dolls,” said Ali.

“Absolutely,” said Izzy. “Only while you were at the bar, something else struck me. We all idealize childhood and children, yes? But we actually emerge from the womb as tiny little psychopaths. No morality. Complete narcissists. Me, me, me, pay attention or I’ll scream. We’re manipulative and we feel no shame. We have to learn morality and empathy.”

“Exactly,” said Ali. “That’s the point of dolls. And novels.”

Izzy smirked. “We’ve grown out of being tiny psychopaths—to a certain degree anyway—but not yet reached sensible adulthood.”

“You know, I was on the phone with my stepdad, Marty, about my Europe trip. And when he finally stopped yelling, I said, I just want to do something fun before I die. The guy flat-out screamed at me—Jesus, it’s not a matter of life or death, kid. You’ve got sixty more years on this earth. I didn’t travel to Europe until I was forty-three.”

“And I’m sure he had a complete blast,” Izzy chuckled.

“Marty’s experience of Europe was London. He and Mom saw Buckingham Palace, Madame Tussaud’s and the Tower of London. I was staring at the photos thinking, man, my mom met a rock star backstage when she was nineteen. Now she chooses hotels for their cleanliness and reliable blandness. So what’s that you say, Marty? Not a matter of life or death. No, you don’t understand, it absolutely is. Because in ten years’ time, fifteen if I’m lucky, I’ll be old. And that is a kind of death.”

“God,” said Izzy, “does Marty not remember being eighteen?”

“I think there’s a part of the older adult brain that erases all memory. Except in a few rare cases. My dad, for instance, is still trying to fight his way past being a horny fifteen-year-old boy.”

“You know what I read?” said Izzy. “The human brain doesn’t stop growing until your mid to late twenties.”

“There you go.” Ali grinned. “That’s when the rot sets in.”

Izzy gulped down her drink and waved the empty glass. “Let’s make this a night our brains can never forget.”

Three hours later it was eight o’clock and they were already drunk, the conversation whirling—books, embarrassing childhood stories, solving the world’s problems . . .

“Let’s play a game,” said Izzy, pressing her fingertips into the table. “We both get to ask one question—and we promise to tell the absolute truth, no matter what.”

“Deal,” said Ali. Did Izzy have a specific question she wanted answered? Or something she wanted to tell him?

“Great,” said Izzy. “You get the first question.”

Only one obvious question came to him.

“My question is have you ever been in love?”

“Wrong question,” said Izzy. “Ask me something else.”

If this was the wrong question, Ali very much needed to know the answer.

“In love, Izzy, have you ever been?”

She pressed the heel of her hand between her eyes. “I thought I saw you figure it out earlier,” said Izzy. “Look, how about we get two questions?”

“No, no.” The more evasive Izzy seemed, the more he would stick to his guns. “Rules are rules. We agreed to one question each. Have you,” Ali slurred, “ever been. In love?”

Izzy sighed and looked away. “The answer is no,” she said, looking back at him coldly.

“No?” said Ali, sobering up. “That’s it? That’s all I get? No?”

“My turn,” said Izzy. “I’ll ask you the same question, then. Have you ever been in love?”

“Yes!” he said, indignantly. “Exactly once. You want to know who with?”

“Wouldn’t that constitute a second question?” Izzy yawned. “Something you already forbade. Rules are rules.”

“Fine,” said Ali. “This isn’t another question. I’m just drilling down. How do you know you’ve never been in love?”

Izzy’s eyebrows lifted. “How do you know you have?” she replied.

“Come on,” said Ali. “You’re being evasive.”

“Very well,” said Izzy, tugging on her sweater. “I’ve certainly been attracted to people. In fact, there’s someone in my life right now I’m immensely attracted to. But that’s not love. Love takes time.”

 
  

 They staggered to their feet and stumbled back to Cockbayne. When they entered college, the night porter tried to hide his disgust as they bumped against each other, feet at awkward angles.

Stopping outside Staircase Seven, Ali turned toward Izzy, moving as soberly as he could.

“Yes?” said Izzy, quivering in the light.

Ali felt his pulse, his lack of balance. “You asked me to promise never to kiss you a third time, remember?”

“Yes,” she said, looking down.

“I didn’t actually make you that promise.”

“No,” Izzy agreed, placing her fingertips softly on his lips. “But how about I make you a promise,” she said. “Ask me to kiss you when you’re sober, when we’re both sober. Ask me again, Ali, and I promise I’ll say yes.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 21

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 20, 2019

 

 Oh, how it makes one’s heart sing to see Ali on the verge of happiness. No, you needn’t remind me this completes a reversal of my feelings toward our ditzy blond. But it seems there exists a gentle soul inside me after all, one whose unleashing . . .

Good Lord, will these abominable interruptions never end?

 
  

 A light knocking was the latest intrusion.

What now? I barked.

When I opened the door, it was Professor Aftergut.

Bill, we need to talk, he whispered. But this conversation isn’t exactly corridor appropriate.

Come in, then, I said, pointing him brusquely to the armchair.

I received an—an—an email yesterday, said Aftergut. Have you, by chance, been sent . . . ?

Obviously not! I said.

Your mentor is justly famous for having never opened an item of electronic correspondence in his life. I may have to live in the twenty-first century but I do not have to engage with her swarming banalities.

I printed it out, said Alan, pulling a folded sheet of paper from his blazer.

Here’s what it said—

 
    Tales of Denial: an eighth journey?
 Alfred Peters, PhD <ah.peters@cockbayne.ox.ac.uk> Fri, Jul 19, 2019 at 6:06 PM
 To: alan aftergut <aaftergut@huntingham.edu>
 My dearest Professor Aftergut,
 Excuse me for emailing you out of the blue. My name is Dr. Alfred H. Peters, Alfie for short. I’m contacting you as a longtime admirer from afar. Your popular science book concerning the transformative nature of brain injuries (Tales of Denial: Seven Journeys Along the River Psyche) is a tour de force. I’m reaching out to you because your expertise might help the world answer three important questions. One: who is Professor William Goodwin? Two: what if he is not the man he claims to be? And three: what tales of denial might lay hidden in his muddy waters? 
 Yours,
 Alfie
 
 

 
  

 After reading the message, I exploded with laughter.

Dearest Alan, I said, this isn’t the first time a former student has attempted to prank me. These vulgar children grow more malicious and entitled by the year.

I gave the message another forensic glance before continuing. I’m sure, Professor, that you’ve looked up this supposed Doctor of Philosophy. Let me hazard a guess. No such man exists!

You’re quite right, said Aftergut. I could find no Alfred or Alfie H. Peters associated with any Oxford institution, as his email address indicates. However, while the correspondent might be fictitious, Cockbayne College is not. I’ve heard you mention a number of venerable European institutions whose campuses you once graced. This message makes me wonder. Was Cockbayne one of them?

Absolutely not, I replied. No, naturally, I was offered many opportunities to illuminate the halls of Oxford. I refused them. It’s a tawdry little town. My great friend, the Earl of Woodstock, always referred to it as Schlocksford.

Professor Aftergut nodded, accepting my statement at face value. At which point we entered a period of awkward silence, signaling the fact that Alan’s next disclosure was something he found even more troubling.

The thing is, Bill, he began hesitantly, I attempted to alert you to Dr. Peters’s message yesterday. I hopped onto my bicycle and sped over here. However, nearing your room, I spied you across the Great Lawn, headed for the river. When I caught up with you, it appeared you were engaged in conversation. On a cellular phone, I supposed. Lazy assumption, sorry, you’ve always referred to those distasteful devices as vile beetles. It would indeed have been strange to discover you using one. The truth, however, was something far stranger.

Professor Aftergut paused. I lifted my forefinger to draw a series of weary circles in the air.

Ah, so the thing is, Alan continued, you were indeed in conversation. Eventually, I realized that the person you were talking to was—forgive me, Bill—but you were talking to yourself. The first words I could make out clearly were—you will remain silent, understand? I have refused to apprehend you for over two decades. The embargo continues. And then you said—I know you’re in cahoots with our Mystery Sender. But it will take more than the regurgitation of a juvenile tale to alter the truth. Take a good look in the mirror, sir. I find you rude, aggressive and . . . At this point, Professor, I called out your name, not wishing to be thought snooping. But you continued walking—and talking. It was only then that I realized you didn’t have a phone and were in some sort of fugue state. My immediate concern was for your safety, Bill. I jumped from my saddle and ran to your side. By now you were no longer soliloquizing, although a degree of facial twitching suggested some ongoing internal dialogue. A minute passed. At which point you stopped moving, apparently still unaware of my presence, and began to shout—I would rather throw myself headfirst into the River Lethe than ever surrender to you!

I feared I might have to restrain you, Bill. However, you continued to make your way along the banks of the Jakobskill. And a minute later, you turned and beamed at me.

Thank you, Professor Aftergut, you said, I am homeward bound. Fear not, I know the way, sir.

And off you marched.

 
  

 One will admit, comrade, that this tale possessed all the deviously interlocking components of a bombshell. How, then, did I react to Alan’s story?

Visually, I betrayed nothing. As for my verbal response, I have long possessed the rhetorical skills of a Cicero. Soon, I had convinced Professor Aftergut that I had spied him approaching and he was the victim of a practical joke, one cleverly designed to entertain a professor of psychology.

Alan still looked queasy. But he accepted the joke was a deft one.

At which point I announced an intention to commence my daily meditation. And Alan scurried from the room.

So now I am left to sit and wonder—what does it all mean?

One is finding it hard to impose order on my prattling mind. Do I believe Alan? Clearly the man adores me. And Aftergut is my only ally at Huntingham. Therefore, one can only conclude that the electronic mail he received was the first step in a campaign to turn him against me. This fake message is another roll of the dice in their twisted game.

Meanwhile, if Alan really is my one ally, why did I choose to lie to him about my Cockbayne past? Now that I push my mind for the answer, it resists, as though there lies between me and the truth some barrier. In fact, it feels as if some awkward aspect of my past has been quarantined. But why? I should add, rather hastily, I feel no guilt or shame for anything that happened all those years ago in Oxford because . . .

How odd and strangely queasy I feel right now.

I crunch on a handful of almonds and take a gulp of wine. Think, Bill, think.

Yes, it is true that I cannot precisely recall returning home yesterday. But do we not all sometimes find ourselves on autopilot while traveling the familiar route? The river of the psyche is a curious waterway.

Ugh, tonight’s youthful Barolo tastes excessively tannic. Down the plughole with it, bubble bubble. I turn on the faucet. A blood-red swirl mixes with the water. And all of a sudden, the image seems to knock the wind from my sails, as if I have fallen. Down, down, down.

I blink hard in the mirror. What was it I just saw through the looking glass? Do you now understand what these dark forces are capable of? They can even send doppelgängers into my mirrors. I turn away in terror and claw my way out of the room.

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 22, 2019

 

 The latest package sits in my lap. I wish to be at one with Ali again. The only tonic I require to maintain my health and sanity is a regular shot of Black Milk.

Bottoms up, comrade!

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 22

 
 When Ali awoke, there was a thunderous pain in his head. Somehow, he pushed the storm to one side, his mind reaching for the last thing he could remember, Izzy and her midnight promise. Ali threw his covers off and jumped straight out of bed.

In the living room, William was pouring tea. “Good morning, Alistair. I’m afraid you missed your father yesterday evening. He stopped by to see you.”

“He was here?” Ali felt a fierce pulse of relief and delight. “Wait, you spoke to him?”

“Briefly and briefly,” said William. “He was en route, a performance in Birmingham, of all places, and wanted to give you something. It’s over there.”

On the window seat Ali spotted a snakeskin briefcase, its leather a mixture of blacks, khakis and muddy greens.

“Wow,” he said. “What the hell?”

“An eccentric choice,” said William.

A piece of paper was taped next to the case’s combination lock. Open me! Clue: farewell, bastard.

The wheels were set to zero. Ali turned them to the year of his birth, 1976, and pressed a button. The case remained locked. He had another idea, 02/19, his birthday. Still the briefcase didn’t yield. Ali tried Gel McCain’s birth year followed by his date of birth—and after that, although it didn’t fit the clue, his mom’s. Next, Ali turned the combination to 1975, the year of his consummation . . .

Wait! Ali had forgotten that the British expressed dates the other way—date first, month second.

He spun the wheels again. 19/02. And when he pressed the button, it clicked.

Ali lifted the snakeskin lid. Inside was an envelope with Early Birthday Present written on it. Underneath was a gift-wrapped present, its paper printed with English banknotes . . .

Wait! Not gift wrap.

No, the briefcase was full of actual banknotes.

“Holy crap!”

“That sounds shocking,” said William. “Is there something demonic inside? Not the rest of the serpent, I hope.”

“Cash,” said Ali. “It’s full of money.”

William lowered his teacup to its saucer. “How terribly nouveau. Now, don’t let yours go cold,” he added, pointing to Ali’s teacup.

The banknotes were all marked £10 in one corner. Ali counted the bundles, held together by paper belts. Ten columns, five rows. Fifty bundles. He thumbed through a stack. It was hard to say how many ten-pound notes each one contained. But there had to be fifty thousand pounds, minimum, inside the briefcase. Maybe even two or three times that much.

Ali picked up the envelope and pulled out a piece of headed notepaper.

 
  Dear Ali, shittest early birthday card ever, mate. Best I could do in the circumstances.
 First of all, I want to properly apologize. I just found out my manager, Stu, has been keeping you at arm’s length. The cowson was shitfaced at Xmas dinner and let slip you’ve been trying to get on the blower with me. And Stu’s been giving you the runaround. Honestly, mate, I had no idea. Stu thought you were some nutjob or stalker trying it on. Sorry, son, miscommunication all round. 
 Anyway, this is an early birthday present. Hence the combo! Hope you got the Shakespeare reference. And sorry to pay you in Pavarottis. They’re tenners, son, geddit? I reckon a case stuffed with moolah is more impressive than a stack of hundreds. Now look, don’t go thinking this cash is your old man trying to buy you off. But I am grateful you never went to the police regarding Arantxa’s vegetarian special. No, I reckon I owe you this money. Your mum never tried to bleed me dry, unlike the rest. And when she married your stepdad, she stopped cashing my cheques. Anyway, maybe you can get some use out of the briefcase, carry your essays and books around. Word to the wise—the ladies love a bit of snakeskin, son! 
 Look, I might be a shit dad but when I walked into your college, I said to myself, fuck me sideways, Gerry, the boy’s done well. Fair play, son. 
 As it happens, your birthday falls on the last night of the tour, our grand finale in Wembley Stadium. But maybe after that, you and me can hook up. I’ll treat you to a fuckin bean burger, heh heh heh! And P.S. tell your roommate thanks for the notepaper—and he’s a haunted little prick! 
 Farewell, bastard!
 Gel

 

 Ali stared at the gift and accompanying message, stupefied. It felt almost as if he’d just experienced his own birth—or a rebirth, perhaps, a powerful and overwhelming sensation. Ali now had a father. He had been thrust into a new and sparkling universe.

“How much has the old boy gifted you?” William called out, deep into his newspaper.

“I don’t know.” Ali wiped a tear from his cheek. “It’s like—a lot!”

“Tremendous. We shall, in fact, be requiring a small king’s ransom should you make it as a Saracen. The uniform at Eden & Cromwell doesn’t exactly come cheap.”

“Sure,” said Ali, half listening.

“Look here,” said William, peering up from his newspaper. “I hope you understand there are things in life more important than pennies and pounds.”

This was true. Ali’s mind drifted back to the hours he had spent with Izzy, their shared laughter as they explored the museum.

“Did you hear what I said, Alistair?”

“Sure.” Ali stepped out of his head and back into the room. “More important things. Such as?”

“Your tea,” said William. “Goodness, Alistair, it must be verging on frigid.”

 
  

 Ali sipped the tepid tea, staring vaguely at the swirl of bluebells on William’s teapot and recalling the end of his previous night.

Ask me to kiss you when you’re sober, when we’re both sober.

But how to follow through on this? It was ten in the morning. If he were to go and find Izzy right away, that would seem ridiculous. Surely first kisses were nighttime affairs.

Perhaps he should stay in his room and first happen upon Izzy in the Beer Cellar after dinner. But what if Izzy spent the whole day thinking he was ignoring her?

Ali returned to the window, closed the briefcase and turned its combination to lucky sevens. He was overthinking things. Everything was falling perfectly into place—his father, Izzy, Dr. Belsky. This was probably the happiest he’d ever felt in his life.

The view across Front Quad toward the bell tower brought him renewed joy, faint traces of yesterday’s snow dusting the rooftops and battlements of Cockbayne’s oldest buildings, the chapel’s tall windows looking like hands pressed together in thankful prayer. Ali’s life was about to turn a corner. It was as if he was seeing everything in his new home for the first time again.

Oh brave new world.

And then Ali’s attention shifted. Nothing ever happened quickly in Cockbayne but someone was darting fast down one side of the quad.

Two people now, flickering behind the dark openings of the Cloister.

The first one rounded the corner. It was Izzy. And then her brother appeared, apparently in pursuit. Guy caught up with her and spun her around by the shoulder. Izzy shoved him in the chest.

Guy was turning to look over his shoulders. When he leaned in close to Izzy, she shouted, “No!” And then spat out imperceptible words, her eyes filled with anger. Or fear, perhaps.

Now it was clear what must have happened. Izzy had shared news of her promise to Ali, and Guy had reacted angrily. But why? Whatever had turned Guy against Ali? Or maybe Guy had simply turned against everyone—their circle of friendship, the whole world.

Ali rushed from the room and started running down the stairs. In the Cloister, he could see Izzy and Guy across the quad. He jumped over a sign—Please Keep Off The Grass—and started sprinting across the lawn. Now Izzy was running as well. Hadn’t she seen him coming to her rescue?

Guy saw him coming.

“What the hell’s going on?” Ali demanded. “If you hurt her at all, I’ll . . .”

“Stay out of this!” Guy sneered. Now Izzy was gone.

“Stay right here.” Ali sprinted past the Porters Lodge, out of the college.

“Fuck you, Captain America,” Guy shouted after him.

When he got to the street, Izzy wasn’t there.

He looked down at his cold bare feet. The sidewalk was damp and he was wearing sweatpants and a T-shirt, the wind blowing cold against his neck and forearms.

Ali turned around.

Back in the Cloister, there was no sign of Guy.

 
  

 He hammered on Guy’s door for a minute but no one answered.

Ali pressed his ear to the door. Hearing nothing, he bent down to look through the keyhole. No movement inside, no signs of life at all.

He sat on the staircase across the hall. A thin strip of sunlight was visible beneath the door. Then the light was momentarily broken by shadow. Ali’s muscles tensed. When the door opened a crack, he ran at it shoulder first.

He felt a body being knocked to the ground and heard a grunt. Ali burst into the room and bent over Guy, sprawled on the floor.

“Tell me, right now,” Ali yelled at him, “what the hell’s going on here?”

“Fuck you!” said Guy, his breath smoky and sour.

Ali paused. What were his options? He’d never hit anyone in his life. He stood up and offered his hand. But Guy refused, scowling at him.

“Fine,” said Ali, sitting on the unmade bed. He ran his hands down his face, feeling the storm raging at the back of his skull.

Now Guy was sobbing.

Ali looked around the room, realizing he’d never been inside, that maybe no one other than Izzy . . .

“What in the hell?”

His head jerked around in disbelief. One of the walls in Guy’s room was covered, floor to ceiling, in photographs. All of them were of Izzy. And some of the photos were . . .

Seriously?

Close-ups, longer shots. Izzy’s naked back, her bare legs, the outline of a breast. Izzy wrapped in white sheets. Izzy unwrapped, lying facedown. There was a large camera on a desk. The photos seemed to have been taken in this room.

Guy was looking up him. The sobbing stopped.

Ali felt a wave of disgust and then a violent urge. “Man, this is sick!”

Were the Oldman siblings really in an incestuous relationship? And is that why Izzy had been holding him at arm’s length for so long? Ali’s hand curled into a fist.

Guy threw up his arm defensively. “She’s not my sister!” he shouted.

“What?”

“Izzy’s not my sister. We’re not even related. We just have the same surname. Pure coincidence.”

“You mean the brother and sister thing was all one big lie?”

Guy snorted, as if Ali had said something foolish. “It was a game, Ali.”

Above him was a photo, Izzy’s bare neck and shoulders, a small tattoo on her left shoulder blade, the blue outline of a swan.

Guy noticed Ali looking. “I’ve got one as well,” he said, touching the spot on his shoulder. “Did you know swans mate for life?” He began sobbing again. “I just love her so much. Maybe it’s not been perfect,” he said through the tears, “but this morning she came here and told me it’s over.”

Ali didn’t know what to say. He lowered his head into his hands, sensing a harsh feeling welling up inside.

The sobbing went on for some time, until finally Guy took a juddering breath. “It’s all because she’s fallen in love with you.” His voice was filled with numb acceptance.

“I don’t understand,” said Ali. “A game? But why?”

Guy sniffed, his eyes hardening. “Because why the hell not, Ali?”

“No, that’s nowhere near good enough!” Ali yelled. “Tell me why on earth you’d do something so sick!”

“It wasn’t sick, you idiot, it was thrilling. That’s the point of games—the buzz, the rush. And the more dangerous the game, the greater the high. It’s like gambling, Ali. It’s no fun unless you stand to lose something big. Anyway, it didn’t do any harm on the old passion front, either. A very temporary boost, unfortunately.”

Ali shook his head contemptuously.

“Anyway, I guess this is a relief.” Guy sniffed. “Not Izzy leaving me—that honestly feels like the end of my life. But having it out in the open. Which isn’t to say I didn’t enjoy the buzz for a long time—the lying, the acting, staying on our toes. We had to remember everything we made up, the people and places we invented, and then pile new lies on top. Between us, we created entire worlds.”

Ali stared blankly at him.

“The two of us are the same age,” Guy continued. “That was one of the lies. Me and Izzy, we went to the same school. And we found out early on we had the same surname. It turned into a joke, Izzy and Guy, ha, they’re brother and sister, the Oldmans.” Another sneer appeared on Guy’s face. “The Old men,” he added. “Izzy made that up on the spot. What a player!”

Ali was still in a state of shock. The Oldmans had made a fool out of him. Izzy had made a fool out of him. How had he been so stupid? His anguish felt like a dark gas pushing at his skull, a sense of physical pain. Ali tipped back his head and squeezed his eyes shut, trying to release some of the pressure, before he looked back at Guy. “When did you two start dating?”

“Dating?” Guy scowled. “God, that sounds naff. We weren’t dating, Ali. We were in love.”

“So why lie?”

Guy pulled his cigarettes and lighter from a pocket. “Why does anyone play games,” he said, lighting up, “other than the obvious thrill? They play for fun, in order to bond and learn new life skills.” He blew his smoke to one side. “And I have to say, I got pretty nimble. Almost as good as Izzy at one point. Look, we didn’t plan to keep going, okay? No one knows us at Cockbayne—we thought it might be a weeklong lark. But then we created this magical land from elaborate lies, intimate secrets. God, those secrets were probably the most intimate thing we had. What a depressing thought.”

Ali sighed. “You told William you were studying psychology. Then you told T-bone medicine. And you spun him Jon’s story.”

“That Jon’s dad died when he was seven.” Guy nodded. “And what did I think when he revealed that? Poor Jon? Nope, it was, wait, great material, I could use that one day.” Guy started to laugh, stopping only to take a long drag on his cigarette. “See, it’s like this, Ali. The act of lying possesses some kind of beautiful, dangerous and utterly seductive quality. So there you go. I’m just an addict.”

“Whose idea was it?”

“Izzy’s,” said Guy.

Ali glared at him.

“Izzy’s,” said Guy, louder. “Hand on heart, Ali. You know what she said? It’ll be fun!”

“I don’t believe you.”

“No, because you’re in love with her. You think Izzy’s perfect. But believe me, she enjoyed all the lying, the inventing, the improv. Perfect training for a would-be actress. At one point she even called it intensely Method, like Izzy believes she’s Meryl Streep or something.”

“If you’re lying to me . . .”

“Oh, poor misguided Ali. You really don’t understand. Izzy has barely any emotions at all—other than the ones she steals or confects.” A moment of meaningful silence passed between them before Guy struck up again. “Look, I’ll shoulder half the blame for keeping the game going. Or maybe we just got in too deep to dig ourselves out.” Guy paused for thought. “You know what’s really funny? Maybe the whole you and Izzy thing wouldn’t have happened if we’d been honest from the start. You’d have played the perfect gentleman. You wouldn’t have crossed that line. Can I confess something awful to you?”

“Right, because you haven’t confessed anything awful already! Sure, Guy. Let’s hear it.”

“The thing is I liked seeing other men fall in love with her, you included. Even Izzy doesn’t know this bit. Sometimes I’d follow her around at a distance, watching other men, the way they’d look at her on the street. Or they’d spin around after passing her, noticing the way she moved, her beautiful—sway. And I’d think, ah, but she’s mine. And she’ll never be yours. I realize that probably sounds disgusting.”

“The other men or you?”

Guy didn’t seem to hear the question. “I guess you’ll swoop in for her now.”

Ali ignored the comment. “You said your father’s American. Is that even true? Do either of you have an American dad?”

Guy chuckled, shaking his head. “Two peas from the same Todd,” he said. “Izzy came up with that line. And I thought, shit, Todd’s such an American name, maybe it sounds like a lie. But that was part of the game. We set each other challenges, traps. And you had to play the hand you were dealt, stay sharp. It was the purest form of improvisation. One of us introduced the theme and the other riffed on it, took the tune somewhere dazzling.”

Ali stared at the floor between his feet, remembering Izzy that first morning. Well, in that case, Ali, you can be the third sibling our parents denied us.

His friendship with Izzy was based on a lie. How could he believe anything she’d said to him? How could he ever trust her again?

“I suppose, thinking about it,” said Guy, “it was a pretty stupid game.”

“Oh, you think?” Ali felt his hand forming a fist again. But once more he let his fingers unfurl. Would hurting Guy really make any of his own pain go away? “Go on, then.” Ali shook his head bitterly. “What makes you say that?”

“Because there could never be a winner,” said Guy, closing his eyes. “Only an ever-increasing number of losers.”

 
  

 Ali pulled a photograph from the wall as he left, Guy still with his eyes closed, his cigarette burning down to the filter.

Ali’s past love for Izzy now bore precisely the same weight as his present hatred of her. He folded the photo in half, Izzy’s swan-tattooed shoulder, and put it in his pocket.

Stepping into the Cloister, he rubbed his eyes. He was headed to Emma’s room. He’d show her the photo, tell her the truth. Emma would know what to say.

But when he knocked on her door there was no reply. Now Ali was cold to the bone, his head darkly aching.

He trudged back to his room. William Wynne-Goode was leaving just as he arrived.

“What an extraordinary change in countenance,” his roommate observed. He was dressed for lunch at the Union, perhaps, in a gray flannel suit, topcoat and leather gloves. Ali hadn’t expected William to notice his sour mood. And yet, William wasn’t quite so obtuse. “Alistair, has something terrible occurred?”

Taking his spot in the armchair to hear Ali’s tale, William removed only his gloves. He listened patiently, like a lawyer determining whether he wished to embroil himself in the case or not, interrupting Ali’s story only occasionally with careful and irrelevant interjections. This hamlet from which the non-siblings hail, would that be Chilling in Kent or Chilling in Gloucestershire? A wonderful museum, yes, their specimen of the dodo represents one of only three in existence! I’m sure you spotted The Bear’s wall display, its sizable collection of club ties. I myself am the proud owner of five of those ties.

As Ali got deeper into the story, its failure to elicit shock from William made him steadily angrier toward the Oldmans.

William’s verdict at the end was two words. “Extraordinary stuff!”

“But, William,” said Ali, “don’t you think it’s disgraceful?”

“Disgraceful, absolutely! One can only imagine you’ve been left feeling somewhat vexed.”

“Somewhat? I’m feeling very vexed, William. I was in love with Izzy and good friends with Guy.”

“Indeed. In that case I have a modest proposal, a way to kill two birds with one stone?”

His roommate’s stiff smile made Ali think of a ventriloquist’s dummy. William pulled off his topcoat. “Now, anyone in the rabbit club can tell you it’s every Saracen’s duty to stand up in public in order to tell a harsh truth to a crowd. There are numerous historical examples—peers and princes, parliamentarians, prime ministers. One supposes that Cockbayne’s Beer Cellar represents a smaller chamber of influence. However, we might nonetheless describe its inhabitants as peers.”

“What are you getting at?” said Ali.

“Tonight, in front of Cockbayne’s tipsy denizens, you set the record straight. On the stroke of ten, up you leap to bang on the bar. Order, order, you cry out—a mildly curious hush descends. Listen up, there’s an important story I need to impart! At which point you relate the tale you’ve just recounted to me. Two birds with one stone, as I said.”

The suggestion gave Ali pause.

“I can see you wavering,” William continued, “but hear me out. We’re both aware of your gritty desire to join the Saracens. I rather think this is about as gentle as I could be. As you know, it’s incumbent on me to devise certain trials of fortitude. Your first test as a would-be Grey Hare is to stand up tonight in the Beer Cellar in order to denounce those unscrupulous deceivers, Isabelle and Guy Oldman.”

“You want me to tell everyone what they did—in public?”

“In public, that’s right. You might even call this an act of public service. Your fellow students have been monstrously misled. There is great nobility in imparting hard truths. In fact, this is what freedom feels like, the telling of truth. And the Beer Cellar’s the perfect stage. Shall we settle upon ten o’clock? I have some Union business beforehand. But the dignitaries of the rabbit club would demand I attend as a witness—so that I can report to them your perfectly noble deed.”

 
  

 Ali had lost his appetite. He skipped dinner and headed to the Beer Cellar at seven o’clock. Emma was at a corner table reading Women in Love.

As Ali bought himself a beer, he saw Izzy coming down the steps and felt sick to his stomach. He gestured the offer of a drink, Izzy nodding as she joined Emma at the table. When Ali returned with three glasses, Izzy thanked him lavishly.

Had Guy told her the game was up? Was this part of her act, her Method, pretend as if nothing had happened, as if Ali hadn’t uncovered the truth? Wondering this left him stuck for words.

Emma was eyeing them suspiciously. “Where were you two last night? It was just me and Guy. We ended up trapped by the law student crowd and I couldn’t stop thinking about that joke. How do lawyers sleep at night? First they lie on one side, then they lie on the other . . .”

The topic of dishonesty caused Ali to laugh in an exaggerated way.

Emma flashed him one of her uneven grins.

Ali stared at Izzy. “Where’s Guy?” he asked, trying to make the question sound casual, although he could feel himself tensing up.

“I haven’t seen him since this morning,” she said.

Ali studied her face, her body language. Izzy seemed to be telling the truth. But of course she was an expert now in crafting the semblance of truth.

“Anyway,” Izzy continued, “to answer your question, Emma, yesterday afternoon Ali took me on a museum tour.”

Ali gave her a confused look. “Wasn’t our outing supposed to be a secret?”

“There aren’t any secrets between friends,” said Izzy, her smile a picture of serenity.

Ali’s lips turned inward. Perhaps Izzy really hadn’t seen Guy since the morning. It seemed she had no idea Ali knew the truth. He sipped uncomfortably at his beer. As angry as he felt, could he really go through with William’s challenge?

After Izzy bought more drinks, she made Ali tell Emma about his European adventures. Izzy had retained every detail and whenever Ali skipped one, she would jump in to remind him. Heart-shaped cheese. Paris and Dijon. Cardoons, Ali, cardoons!

Oh, Izzy was thoroughly skilled at retaining all the little details, another one of her valuable assets.

And then it struck Ali that it would be Emma’s turn to buy the next drinks, leaving him alone at the table with Izzy. So Ali launched into another story, Gerry McCain’s financial largesse. “Which means for the rest of the night,” he concluded, “the drinks are on me.”

As alcohol worked its loosening power, Ali felt emboldened to quiz Izzy, asking questions requiring fictitious responses, such as which Oldman had the bigger bedroom in Chilling.

“Guy,” she replied, “because he’s a year older—and very much our parents’ favorite child!”

So she hadn’t forgotten yesterday’s lies.

“When I saw your mom and dad yesterday,” said Ali, “your father didn’t look very American.”

“What an intensely odd thing to say.” Izzy frowned. “Well, Ali, he has lived in this country for almost three decades.”

“What brought him here?”

“He met my mother when she was working at the United Nations in New York.”

“But they moved over here?”

“Yes, my mother came back to nurse my dying grandfather.”

“What was wrong with him?”

“Lung cancer. Rabid pipe smoker. Anyway, Dad fell in love with the English countryside. I think it was the thatched cottages that finally did it.”

Had Izzy really invoked lung cancer and thatched cottages in the same smooth lie? Every response felt like another slap in the face.

She leaned forward and gave Ali a searching look. “Is there any special reason for this strange line of questioning?”

“Just making conversation,” said Ali. He swallowed the rest of his beer in three large gulps and headed to the bar.

Oh, Izzy was a pro, no doubt about it. Her ability to lie for an extended period of time was actually impressive if you thought about it impartially, which Ali couldn’t. In retrospect, had there been any tells? Ali couldn’t think of any. Izzy’s false words had marched onward for months like an all-conquering army, utterly ruthless, never flagging.

Each swiftly finished drink fed his mounting fury. The idea of facing William’s challenge was becoming easier by the minute. In fact, it wasn’t even much of a test. It was simply justice, the right thing to do.

Izzy was patently the star among them, the performer of numerous roles. And Ali was an innocent, as Izzy had said, the gentle, gullible fool at the heart of her fantasy wonderland.

Did she think he was stupid?

She had some fucking nerve.

William arrived just before ten o’clock and feigned amusement when Ali bought him a snakebite and black, the drink staining his lips purple.

When Izzy headed to the toilets, Emma followed, her demeanor betraying a vague sense of suspicion, as if she knew she was missing something. But even Emma wasn’t shrewd enough to suspect what was about to unfold.

“Are you suitably oiled?” said William.

“I guess so,” Ali replied, his final two words slurring into each other.

“Good. Now, most of the challenges after this one must be soberly performed. Dutch courage is all very well but a Saracen’s fortitude must be accessible at all times. However, as for the here and now, I have a gift, Alistair. Please close your eyes.”

Ali obeyed and something soft landed in his palm.

“Open sesame,” said William.

It was a rabbit’s foot. Ali snorted at its presence in his hand.

“To bring you luck—and a dazzling future,” William chuckled, raising his purple drink.

The rabbit’s foot appeared to be real. Ali pushed it into a pocket and glanced at his drink, the glass three-quarters full.

By the time Izzy and Emma returned, it was empty.

Ali got to his feet without hesitation. William had suggested he bang on the bar but instead Ali loudly rang the bell that signaled last orders. It wasn’t supposed to be rung until eleven o’clock, so everyone spun around, looking angry at having an hour of drinking stolen from their lives.

“Don’t worry, don’t worry.” Ali waved his hands. “It’s not last orders.” He could feel his words melting together. “I just have something important to tell you all. It’s about the Oldmans, Guy and Izzy. They’ve been lying to everyone.” He looked at Izzy, a gray sense of terror on her face. “The two of them have been laughing at all of us behind our backs . . .”

 
  

 After the rest of his story was told, Ali headed solemnly for the exit, listening to the buzzing scene, the Beer Cellar divided into shocked observers and amused commentators.

I always knew she was phony.

That’s taking brotherly love a bit too far!

Burn the witch!

William rose to his feet and gestured for silence. “Ladies and gentlemen, simmer down. The accused has a right to reply to these monstrous charges.”

As Ali climbed the steps, heading into the night, he looked over his shoulder.

No defense would be launched. He had hurt Izzy immeasurably. He had hurt her, just as she had hurt him.

 
  

 Ali hated the Beer Cellar crowd possibly even more than Izzy, the way it had coalesced around a unifying feeling, the universal right to be entertained, the unlimited freedom to judge.

Crossing the Cherwell, he headed downstream and passed the spot where he’d first met Izzy and Guy. Remembering the magical scene made him feel wretched all over again. And yet, he was immensely clearheaded.

Ali’s mind flashed back to Izzy, her green eyes before his performance.

At least he hadn’t told the Beer Cellar crowd what he’d seen on Guy’s wall. Maybe there was a speck of honor in that.

Farther along the graveled path he spotted a tree stump, carved for sitting. A pinpoint of orange light glowed for a moment. It was Guy, smoking a cigarette.

“For fuck’s sake,” said Guy, his voice slurring. “If it isn’t the American bad fucking penny.” His face was swollen and pink, a bottle clenched to his chest. Seeing Ali, he took a long drink, apparently not his first.

And then Guy offered the bottle. Ali took it and swallowed a large mouthful of whiskey that made him choke.

“Isn’t this how we met?” Guy laughed. “A little drink by the river? The first time it was dawn. But now—darkness. How’s that for symbolism?”

Ali didn’t say anything. With the wind at his back he could hear the murmur of the Beer Cellar, sounds of life skipping across the water.

“All hell broke loose a while ago,” said Guy, nodding toward college. “What happened in there?” He waved his bottle, the act causing him to lose his balance and fall to the ground.

“Man, you’re drunk,” said Ali, helping Guy to his feet.

“And you’ll still be ugly in the morning. No, sorry Mr. Churchill, I appear to have screwed that one up. But that’s me, right? Screwing up is an exhausting habit. Anyway, Captain America, have you fucked my sister yet?”

“She’s not your sister.”

“Come on, play along. The three of us can stick to the script. Don’t worry, I’ll make it clear to the world how much I approve of you. I’ll even call you brother-in-law.”

“Unfortunately, that’s not going to work.”

“You overestimate people,” said Guy.

“And you undervalue them.”

“Touché, Zorro!” Guy coughed on his smoke. “Anyway, just so you know, I don’t hate you.”

“That’s good of you.”

“God, I’m so bored of this ridiculous place.”

“How?” Ali felt stung by the remark, its casual disdain, as if his own love of the city marked him out as some kind of rube. “You’ve spent less than ten weeks here.”

“You’re right. I even feel terrible about hating it.”

“What’s wrong with you, Guy? I mean, what is deep-down wrong?”

“Ali, Ali, Ali. Always cutting straight to the chase. Let’s see, maybe I know I’ll end up like Charles in Brideshead. Remember what he says at the end? I’m homeless, childless, middle-aged, loveless. That’s what happens when a man loses the love of his life.”

Ali sighed. Maybe they had both just lost the love of their life. Only in Ali’s case, he had callously thrown it away. And for what? A top hat? The first step on the spiral staircase?

“No, thinking about it,” Guy continued, “I’m probably more like Sebastian, fundamentally unhappy in life. Of course, Sebastian takes the coward’s way out, trying to drink himself to death, the long, slow crawl to the grave.”

Guy was looking oddly wistful. “Wait,” he said, “do you want to dance with me?”

“What?”

“Dance with me! They forced us at school. I happen to be particularly adept at the foxtrot.”

Guy jumped up and took hold of Ali’s shoulder and hand.

“I don’t know the steps.”

“Fuck the steps. Just dance like you mean it!”

Guy began shuffling his feet, moving them onto the gravel path. Ali felt himself being pushed back toward the River Cherwell. He spun them both around but Guy kept them veering toward the water. Soon, they were gliding over the grassy riverbank.

Did Guy really imagine, monstrously drunk, he was strong enough to throw Ali into the water? He gripped Guy’s hand harder to make a point.

“I have an admission to make,” said Ali. “I told everyone about your game.”

Guy was dancing with complete abandon, stepping back and shimmying, surrendering himself to whatever tune was in his head. “Naturally, darling,” he said.

“Everyone at Cockbayne knows. Or will by tomorrow. That was the rumpus you heard in the bar.”

“Rumpus pumpus, darling!”

“It was me. Telling everyone the truth. About you and Izzy.”

At the sound of Izzy’s name, Guy stiffened and the dance came to an abrupt end. “I suppose that means game over!”

“I’m afraid so,” said Ali.

Guy let go of him, blinked up at the starless sky and before Ali could do anything, threw himself into the river.

 
  

 He was shivering when he reached his room at the top of Staircase Six. As Ali removed his wet clothes, he noticed a message on the coffee table, written on William’s headed notepaper, in his florid hand.

Congratulations! One step closer. Sweet dreams.

Ali tiptoed damply into his bedroom, massaging his sore neck, recalling the way Guy had vanished beneath the water’s surface. Ali had dived headfirst into the river, not realizing that the water was barely more than waist-deep. Fortunately, his hands took most of the impact before his head did. Ali stood up, rubbing his neck, while Guy thrashed around for several moments. He grabbed Guy by the shirt collar and pulled him to his feet.

“What in the hell was that?” Ali had barked.

“You’ve obviously never taken dance lessons,” said Guy. “That’s the traditional conclusion to the foxtrot.”

They sat together on the riverbank, their clothes dripping.

“’Tis a naughty night to swim in!” said Guy.

Ali looked up at the patchwork sky, dark panels threaded together with moonlight. “King Lear,” he whispered. “And the person who speaks that line is the Fool.”

Guy laughed and stood up. “I guess I’ll see you around then, Captain America.”

As Guy walked away, Ali heard him trying vainly to spark his cigarette lighter, cursing the thing, as if someone other than himself were to blame.

Ali pulled off his wet underwear and left everything hanging on the back of a chair.

Beneath the bedclothes, he was soon dry. And warm. And before too long, asleep.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 23

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 22, 2019

 

 Let me state for the record your guide stands with Ali 100 percent. If only I’d recalled this revelatory episode when Madame Isabelle, that ghost of Oxford past, came a-haunting, I would have given her a damned good piece of my mind.

It is also my firm belief that Ali’s roommate devised a fair and rational test of his mettle. The Oldmans deserved the very punishment meted out to them. I frequently feel Mr. Wynne-Goode and myself speak with a singular voice on life’s matters, both of us aesthetes, gourmets, connoisseurs.

Isn’t Guy quite the drip? Ho ho! One only wishes the Cherwell had been twenty feet deep at his diving-in point.

Goodness, that infernal jackhammering has started up again!

And suddenly I feel dizzy. Twenty feet? One just suffered the oddest of flashbacks. No, nowhere was the depth of that river anywhere near twenty feet. Not even at its deepest point, in the shadow of the ancient Cockbayne Bridge.

How suffocatingly short of breath one is feeling.

I loosen my collar and tie. It does no good, so I fight my way outside, seeking fresh air.

Out of nowhere, Professor Aftergut is suddenly by my side. His voice represents the world’s latest din, almost as painful as the jackhammering. As we pass the fountain on the Great Lawn, he makes an asinine point about the weather and the aesthetic charms of Huntingham’s grounds.

Oh, Alan, I respond, don’t be such a tourist!

Not taking the hint, he continues to burble, something about a news item on NPR, an electoral contest in the United Kingdom between two Oxford men.

No matter who wins tomorrow, he jabbers, of your fifteen postwar prime ministers, eleven will have been Oxford graduates. Doesn’t that sound suspiciously like the work of the illuminati?

Professor Aftergut, I sigh, I had no idea you were a lunatic conspiracy theorist.

Alan looks hurt. It was a lighthearted remark, he says. Please, Bill, don’t label me a fool.

But there’s no need, Alan. Whoever granted your forebears the family name did the job for me.

Bill, are you implying something terrible about my surname?

After—gut, I chuckle. Do those words not bring to mind an obvious, comical fact? Because what comes after the gut, Alan? The anus!

 
  

 Comrade, I am finding it hard to explain what caused me to treat Professor Aftergut with so much disdain this morning, albeit my remark was delightfully humorous.

The poor psychologist tore himself away before I had time to point out his first name is an anagram of anal!

Off the ungainly man sped, Professor Anal Anus stomping away like a flamingo trying to outpace the field at Royal Ascot.

But however ludicrous I find Aftergut, do I really want to live in total isolation, a state of being that might trigger one’s descent into madness?

As I ponder the question something strikes my window hard.

Looking up, I see a stunned bluebird falling through the air. Your gentle guide holds his breath as the bird plunges a moment before—felicitous miracle—its wings begin beating again and off into the distance it swoops.

While watching the bluebird depart, mental cogs whir, and I let out an audible gasp. Because what does this collision bring to mind? No less than two stories, comrade, both relevant to our Oxonian tale, the first for an obvious reason, the second less so. Furthermore, the two tales have a cunning connection.

The first? What else but the finest work of Vladimir Vladimirovich Nabokov, whose novel Pale Fire begins with a foreword written by the fictitious academic Charles Kinbote . . .

Incidentally, your mentor is one of the world’s leading proponents of the theory that Charles Kinbote is a pseudonym, that Kinbote is actually the Russian madman Professor Botkin. How could any reader miss the fact that Kin-bote is essentially Bot-kin turned on its head? If you should find yourself writing a paper on this, don’t forget to credit Professor William Goodwin for leading you down the golden path.

Anyway, one digresses, because immediately following the foreword, we are launched into a poem written by the doomed John Shade, an opus that opens with a rhyming couplet concerning the death of a bird, a waxwing, which flaps beak-first into a window, whose surface is acting like a mirror, reflecting the clear blue sky.

 
  I was the shadow of the waxwing slain
 By the false azure in the windowpane

 

 But let us go deeper. Because there was a second story our bluebird’s accident brought to mind.

Tell me, comrade, what is another name for a mirror?

A looking glass, indeed. Well done. Which brings us to the title of Lewis Carroll’s second Alician tale, Through The Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There.

Now, please allow your perspicacious guide to tie the threads together for you.

Our Oxonian tale, Black Milk, presents us with related but conflicting literary themes. First, in Pale Fire, an innocent creature, a waxwing, is killed by a reflection, a false mirror image. And yet, in Lewis Carroll’s second Wonderland tale, Alice not only survives her encounter with a mirror image, she also passes right through it into an alternate reality.

Good heavens, I feel the intense itch of an internal scab, something at which I must pick. Surely Black Milk’s looking-glass imagery has some importance beyond idle literary reference. What is the tale trying to tell me? Was Ali slain by the looking glass? Or did he simply pass through it? Furthermore, if the latter is true, what will our innocent protagonist find on the other side?

I stare out my window across the Great Lawn. But then I catch sight of my own reflection, a face hanging six feet outside my room.

And whose face do I see there? That of a professor? A comrade? A ghost?

What if the answer is all of the above?

One shudders and gulps down one’s wine.

,Dear Mystery Sender, I ask only one thing. Do not allow Ali to step into the looking glass. I fear the mirror wishes him some harm.

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 24, 2019

 

 The familiar package is cradled in my lap, the turnaround gathering pace. The act of reading is a pathway into the hearts and minds of others, two bodies coming together as one. And thus we unite, comrade, scanning the page and beginning our descent hand in hand.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 24

 
 “Please, Ali, we’re late. Get up!”

“Where am I?” he mumbled.

“Cockbayne, Hilary term. And we’re late for our first lecture.”

Ali opened his eyes, blinking first at his bedroom ceiling and then Emma.

She was sitting at the end of his bed. “I just bumped into your roommate,” she said. “You know, the twin brother of the Child-Catcher from Chitty Chitty Bang Bang. He’s intensely upset about you letting your tea go cold. Come on, Ali, arise!”

He propped himself up on his elbows, last night coming back to him.

“Oh, no!”

“So you do remember your grandstand performance,” said Emma.

“Shit, shit, shit.” He fell back against his pillow.

“Time to spill, Ali. What on earth made you do that?”

Ali’s sense of anger returned to him, dimmed but still powerful. “Well,” he said, sitting up, “what do you think of the Oldmans, now you know the truth?”

Emma’s chest heaved impatiently. “I’m happy to share what I think. However, you should never pose a question to which you’ll accept only one answer.”

“I’m open to reason.”

“Okay,” said Emma, “when it comes to the Oldmans and their lies, I must admit to feeling a glimmer of admiration.”

“What?” said Ali, knotting his arms. “You admire them?”

“A little, I’m afraid. You really do have to marvel at the phenomenal commitment involved. Imagine expending so much energy on what was essentially—a joke.”

“You think what Izzy and Guy did was a joke?”

“Absolutely, Ali. Albeit one in possession of no levity whatsoever. Look, I don’t blame you for being angry. Or for taking revenge. I’ve been thinking it through and I suppose that, as someone whose childhood was shaped by lies and betrayal, you’re entitled to be particularly sensitive to such behaviors.”

“Thanks for the free psychoanalysis.” Ali scowled. “Are we done here? Clearly you only woke me up to squeeze the truth out of me.”

“Yes, I’m almost certainly the villain of the piece here.” Emma sighed. “One more thing, Ali,” she continued, “I might point out that you have an additional reason to be outraged.”

“And what’s that?”

“Let’s take an honest look at the situation, shall we? You’re in love with Izzy—and you have been since you met her.”

Ali stared at the ceiling. “Izzy lied to me,” he snapped.

“Plenty of people will lie to you throughout your lifetime, Ali. Get used to it.”

 
  

 Another Brideshead Revisited line that had stuck with Ali came from the ridiculous cousin Jasper offering his pearls of Oxford wisdom. You’ll find you spend half your second year shaking off the undesirable friends you made in your first. Forty pages later, however, the prediction came true. Eventually, Charles and Sebastian had only each other, their relationship growing darker with every page.

At a vastly accelerated rate, the same thing was happening to Ali. It was only the first week of second term. But apart from Emma, his English Lit friends had all drifted away.

Then there was William. At least he’d known from day one who he was, who he wanted to be. Most of the students at Cockbayne were nothing but vain youths, anxiously seeking an identity that suited them. There was a kind of honesty to William, however ridiculous he sometimes appeared.

Ali remembered one of the things T-bone had told him driving to Dijon. He’d met William when they were children and even then William spoke with a florid vocabulary and dressed in wool suits.

For Ali’s tutorials with Anita Kumar-Hendricks, he’d been paired with Sandy, the redhead who’d accused him of bribing Anton Belsky. Perhaps Sandy felt vindicated, since Ali didn’t earn the lofty status in Anita’s tutorials that he was still enjoying in Dr. Belsky’s, where his partner was Emma.

Throughout Hilary, other than seeing them around college, or being seated nearby in lecture theaters, Ali didn’t spend any time in close proximity to the Oldmans. Neither did the Oldmans spend any time with each other. Guy fell in with a new crowd of tight-knit history students, and Izzy made friends with a group they vaguely knew from Drama Cuppers, students at nearby Pitt College, all attractive and pretentious and probably perfect for Izzy. Ali recalled what William had said about Pitt, something of a communistic reputation and that one of its students had died after jumping from a tower a few years ago.

Ali rarely saw Izzy, but when occasionally they did catch sight of each other, there was the sense of a truce. They had both given their best performances and both lost something valuable in the process. Now it was time to find a fresh act.

Ali spent his time with Emma, drifting nightly from table to table in the Beer Cellar, seeking a fresh foothold in the strange hierarchy of Oxford college life. But it was hard to find a new crowd for two reasons. First, Ali was uncritically fond of everyone—the rugby and rowing sets, the cool Kurts and Courtneys, the quiet Christians, the mad scientists, the sensible scientists, the rich crowd, the normals, the beautiful people . . . And second, there seemed now to be some resistance to his wide-eyed Californian charms. Everyone was friendly without seeking friendship. In fact, Ali sensed that while everyone respected him for unmasking the Oldmans, they didn’t want to get too close. What if they became Ali’s next target? Life at Cockbayne was a fresh start for many of its students and no one wished to have their secrets revealed, that they were impostors and try-hards, bluffers, dreamers, actors.

Perhaps none of this mattered. Other than Emma, maybe the small universe of Cockbayne could offer him nothing more. In three months’ time, fingers crossed, he would become a Saracen. While Ali’s other friends’ disapproval of the secret society might have caused him to rethink his application, Emma was generally agnostic about most things in life. Perhaps the shedding of his friends was a perfectly fine thing to have happened. An Oxford degree took three years. And three years of his life was nothing compared to a lifetime. Ali wanted some fun and he wanted to peek behind the velvet curtain, something venomously denied to him at Applewood. Why shouldn’t he desire the sort of future that friends like T-bone and William could help him unlock?

To become a Saracen, all Ali needed to do was meet the increasingly simple challenges issued by his roommate. It felt as if, having been impressed by his Beer Cellar speech, William had decided to go easy on him. For several weeks, he issued a series of childish dares, eat me and drink me games. Whatever William placed in front of him, Ali proceeded to eat or drink, various concoctions laced with chili and black pepper, raw eggs and onion—and heaven knows what.

“A test of trust as much as constitution,” William said. But obviously his roommate wasn’t planning on poisoning him.

Soon enough, half of Hilary had flown by and in less than a week it would be Ali’s birthday. After that, Gerry McCain might stop by. I’ll treat you to a fuckin bean burger, heh heh heh!

Ali was very much looking forward to seeing his father again.

 
  

 When he woke up, Ali wrote happy birthday to me in his diary.

It was a Sunday morning. He hadn’t even told Emma about his birthday because celebrating the event would only highlight his shrinking circle of friends. Instead, Ali went alone to the cinema and ate a large bucket of popcorn—the same size as a small bucket back home in the States.

That night, he and William were both at their respective desks, working by lamplight. William was wearing the heaviest knitted cardigan Ali had ever seen. The collar was like something worn by horses dragging ancient plows. It was his roommate’s lucky cardigan, apparently, the one he’d been wearing when he composed his first letter published in The Times, aged eleven. If Ali had worn such a thing at eleven, he would never have made it to twelve. But apparently, William had always been preternaturally elongated.

“Is something the matter, Alistair? One can detect your agonized restlessness from over here.”

“No,” Ali lied. He rubbed his eyes and considered tearing up his essay on Nabokovian tragedy. He now craved Belsky’s marginalia, sprigs of green ink scattered at the edges of his essays, praising Ali for his wit, his insights, his academic chops. One of the problems with Ali’s star-pupil status was that, because he suspected he didn’t deserve it, he felt he had to work twice as hard to maintain it.

He left his desk and collapsed on the sofa.

William capped his fountain pen and turned in his chair.

“Is there something I can do for you, Alistair?”

“I’m struggling to write about Nabokovian tragedy.”

“I could assist you with tragedy if you want a classicist’s view—Sophoclean, Euripidean. I don’t much care for Nabokov however. Perniciously modern. That being said, struggle is not necessarily a bad thing in life.”

“How do you figure?”

“Learning to cope with discomfort, or even adversity, builds fortitude.”

“The only adversity was the first challenge you gave me. Since then it’s mostly been minor discomfort.”

“You’re quite correct, Alistair. Things will certainly be ramping up rather soon. Needless to say, there exist three qualities every Grey Hare is required to possess in spades.”

“Which are?”

“Isn’t it obvious? Character, character and character.”

“And which do you find me lacking in?” Ali smiled.

“Nothing thus far,” said William. “Although, have you noticed our game has already slipped quietly closer to a new phase?”

In fact, Ali had. William’s most recent challenge had involved neither food nor drink. Ali had to soak his undershirt and boxers in cold water and then wear them while walking one lap of Cockbayne’s frosted meadow at daybreak. His teeth had started to chatter a third of the way round.

“You mean the freeze-your-nuts challenge? Whatever made you come up with that one, William?”

His roommate chuckled. “When I was thirteen years old, on the bitterest day the fields of Fenchurch have ever witnessed, I was forced to play a game of rugger with my underwear packed with ice.”

“They allow bullying at your fancy school?”

“Absolutely not. In fact, the system’s designed to keep bullying to a bare minimum.”

“What system?” said Ali.

“Right,” said William, “you’ve probably not heard of fagging.”

Ali’s mouth fell open in shock.

“Now hold on,” said William, wagging a finger. “I’m quite aware that the F-word has several additional meanings. However, I’m not talking about cigarettes or insults flung at a certain kind of gentleman. No, Alistair, there’s a totally different derivation. To fag means to work hard. And if one is fagged out, one is tired. I’m referring to a noble tradition dating back to the 1600s. Fagging is a system by which the young boys of a school, the fags as they’re known, are required to serve their fagmaster. In other words, to work hard. One’s fagmaster is one of the senior pupils to whom a junior boy is assigned. So for example, a young fag might be required to bring his fagmaster an egg for his tea or polish his shoes. The flip side of this is that your fagmaster is responsible for your well-being. One wouldn’t go to the housemasters—teachers might be your word for them—if one was being bullied. One would go to one’s fagmaster.”

Ali frowned. “What the hell does that have to do with ice in your underwear?”

“Ah, on that occasion I’d said something saucy about my fagmaster’s tailcoat. Tobin . . . that was my fagmaster’s name . . . had returned from the lavatory with one of his coat tails tucked into his undergarments. I made an amusing but misguided remark. The ice was my punishment. But it was more than that, of course. The system of fagging is important for both one’s education and one’s path into manhood. Unfortunately, I myself was a fag but never a fagmaster. By the time I was old enough for the second part of the tradition, our craven headmaster had outlawed the practice. Quite the most scandalous and misguided decision.”

“Why was it outlawed?”

“I suppose, on the odd occasion, the system was open to abuse, a certain level of brutality. But the same rings true for every system. There are bad apples in every walk of life. Perhaps some fagmasters were a trifle severe when doling out punishment. Although, to the best of my knowledge, there had only ever been a single death attributable to the practice. And I’ll go to my grave believing it a noble tradition.”

Ali wondered whether, other than the dubious language and the small matter of a death, he might have enjoyed the system at Fenchurch better than that at Applewood. At his rich private school the elite were left to make up their own vicious rules. Rights were seized and came with no responsibilities at all.

“Then there’s the most important thing of all.”

“Which is?”

William gave his desk a firm slap. “One learns how to command,” he said, “by learning how to obey.”

 
  

 The conversation didn’t make it any easier for Ali to concentrate on his essay. One learns how to command by learning how to obey. The only thing Ali wanted to command was a good enough salary to afford European road trips, burgundy and Lyonnaise restaurants. People like T-bone had these luxuries handed to them and therefore failed to take any pleasure in them. Ali knew how to appreciate luxury—but how would he ever afford it?

A knock on the door caused him to look up from his desk.

“It’s rather late for visitors,” said William, looking at his wristwatch. “Half-eleven, I was about to call it a night.”

Ali opened the door. Emma was standing in the corridor beaming at him. “Happy birthday, Ali!” she said, sweeping into the room, her hands behind her back. And then, with a flourish, she presented Ali a small gift-wrapped present.

“Goodness,” said William, “why was I not informed of this felicitous occasion?”

“Because I didn’t tell anyone,” said Ali. “You included, Emma.”

“You must’ve done. Maybe when you were drunk. How about you open the present, Ali. It’s time sensitive.”

Ali unwrapped the gift, revealing a cardboard box. He removed the lid. Sitting on a layer of foam was a key.

“What’s this for?”

“You have to come with me to find out. You too, William.”

“Dear Emma,” said William, “it’s approaching midnight.”

“You’ll be sorry if you don’t.”

They followed her downstairs into the Cloister and eventually out of college. “It’s not far,” said Emma, clearly enjoying her master-of-suspense role.

Before long, she stopped outside the Churchill Arms and tried the door. “Look at that,” she said, tugging at the handle. “It appears to be locked.”

“Naturally,” said William. “Closing time was forty minutes ago.”

Ali looked at the pub’s darkened windows. He pushed the key in the keyhole. The lock turned with a satisfying click.

“You purchased a pub for me,” he joked. “That’s one hell of a generous gift.”

“Not quite,” Emma replied. “And I never stated this gift is from me. In you go, then!”

Ali opened the door. When he stepped inside, the lights came on, illuminating a hundred Cockbayne College faces.

“Happy birthday!” the crowd cheered.

And then someone stepped out from the crowd, Gerry McCain holding two pints of beer.

“Happy birthday, bastard,” he said. “I got you a pint—and a fuhkin lock-in.”

 
  

 “It’s the holy grail for the British drinker.” Emma leaned over to shout in Ali’s ear. “Pubs aren’t legally allowed to serve alcohol after eleven. But if you’re in the right place and trusted by the landlord, after the pub closes, you get to sneak back inside for more booze. At which point the doors are locked. Hence the name, lock-in.”

“So what we’re doing here’s illegal?” Ali yelled back.

“As I understand it, your father paid for the pub and all the drinks. This probably qualifies as a private party, which would be perfectly legit. Just don’t mention this to anyone. Because if this isn’t actually illegal, it would positively ruin everyone’s fun.”

Gerry McCain was conducting a chant. “Lock-in, lock-in, lock-in, lock-in!” When he stopped clapping his hands, he wrapped an arm around Ali and whispered, “Happy birthday, son.”

“What happened to your final gig?” Ali asked.

“I toddled offstage two hours ago. Told Hurley to step on it. And here I am, Prince Charming. Hope you’re not Cinderella.”

Gerry finished his beer in one gulp and waved the empty glass. “Bar steward,” he shouted, “another pint of the Gel McCain special, Old Faded Glory.” And then he whispered to Ali again. “As it happens, me and our bar steward once had a bit of a scuffle.”

“I heard you gave him a Glasgow kiss,” said Ali, remembering his first night at Oxford.

“Exactly. Said bar steward tried to kill me in return but is currently all sweetness and light. Funny what a hundred quid’ll do to a fella’s outlook. Hang on a minute . . . is that your haunted prick of a roommate? All right there, Rich Uncle Pennybags?” he called out.

William was hovering uncomfortably nearby, apparently distressed by the noise levels. “What’s that?” he said, cupping a hand to his ear as he moved closer.

“Rich Uncle Pennybags,” said Gerry. “Official name of the fella on the Monopoly box. You know, top hat, cane, bow tie. Can’t work out why he reminds me of you . . . ? Sorry, sunshine, forgot your name.”

“William. Yes, I can now picture the debonair chap to whom you’re referring.”

“Debonair!” said Gerry, snapping his fingers. “That’s the word. Anyway, could you lend me some of your get out of jail free cards, William? Reckon a high-born bloke like yourself has a right fistful.”

“Mr. McCain,” William smiled, “you’re the proud owner of Buckley Hall, former baronial home of the De Butes, earls of Woodstock. I’d say you’ve passed Go and collected your two hundred pounds rather more frequently than most.”

“True enough.” Gerry sniffed. “Mind you, there’s stuff in this world money can’t buy, right?”

“I bow to your considerably vaster experience, Mr. McCain.”

“Oi,” said Gerry waving his glass. “Vaster experience? Are you calling me old, mate?”

“Goodness, no. I’m invoking wisdom. For Aristotle, there were different forms of wisdom, the greatest of which was phronesis, a kind of experiential or practical wisdom. As I was recounting to Alistair earlier on, the seniors in an organization . . .”

“You know what?” Gerry interrupted. “Being locked inside a boozer has suddenly lost its appeal. Listen up,” he called out, “someone bring Rich Uncle Pennybags a whiskey. And make it a quadruple.”

“Most generous,” William chuckled. “However, before the bibulation begins in earnest, would you mind if I borrow your son a moment? I require the briefest of words.”

“Do you know any brief words, Pennybags?”

“Goodness,” William laughed genially. “I fear I shall never live down this jocular caricature.”

“All right, then, sunshine, off you trot. Just bring my boy back in one piece. I’m the vengeful type.”

William turned to Ali. “Shall we ferry ourselves to the Pitt Room, dear roommate?”

 
  

 Now Ali was back at the scene of Professor Starling’s last supper. With only two people inside, the room felt noticeably cold. William closed the door and sat at the end of the table at which he’d hosted a dinner months earlier.

William slid his large glass of whiskey toward Ali. “I’m more of a claret chap,” he said, “and you might be in need of this, Alistair. One has devised a new challenge.”

Ali sipped on the drink. He could hear the revelry in the saloon bar, even with the door closed.

“Your father actually gave me the idea. Despite the disagreeable ruckus out there, I distinctly heard the word Cinderella pass his lips.”

A clock on the room’s mantelpiece began chiming the hour.

“How apropos,” William continued. “Twelve on the dot. Well, let’s not beat about the bush. My next challenge demands you inhabit the role of Cinderella, Alistair. After all, you did such a marvelous job playing Alice.”

“You want me to dress up as a girl again?” Ali laughed, taking another drink. “I might start to question your motives, all those years in a boys-only school . . .”

“Very droll,” said William. “But no, what I have in mind has nothing to do with ball gowns or glass slippers. However, I shall be requiring you to disappear, just as the enchanted Cinders did, at the stroke of midnight.”

“You mean run out on my own birthday party?”

“If you like.” William nodded. “And I think the time’s come to test your creative mettle as well. A Saracen sometimes has to be convincingly economical with the actualité. Therefore, I think you should give your father a reason for your departure just before you leave. I’ll leave the precise machinations to you, Alistair, as long as you don’t reveal the secret motives of the task itself. Anyway, you needn’t be literal with the business of midnight. No, wait thirty minutes or so. One wouldn’t desire oneself to be implicated. Shall we say half-past twelve?”

“Wait,” said Ali, “let’s get this straight. You want me to abandon my own birthday party, hosted by my dad?”

“That is correct.”

“But why?”

“Several excellent answers spring to mind.” William beamed. “I’ve done a modicum of research on your father. I understand Gerald McCain abandoned you as a child, Alistair. We could call your own desertion a spot of tit for tat. Also, surely I needn’t remind you, one learns how to command by learning how to obey. Bear in mind that on May Day your trials will be over. Let’s not forget, you once promised me a private tour of Buckley Hall—and that your father would visit the Union when I inevitably become its president. It will be May Day in a little over two months. Soon after, I shall be happy to inform your father about this jape, perhaps while taking in Buckley’s Italianate gardens. I also understand your father’s something of a prankster himself. What was it? A fondness for setting off fireworks whilst indoors. I’m sure such a dangerously humorous fellow would see the funny side of a practical joke.”

William rose from his seat and fastened a loose cardigan button. “One final thing,” he said. “I’ve been reporting your progress to the rabbit club’s dignitaries. They’ve been most impressed thus far, Alistair. Shall I leave you to mull over your plan?”

“I don’t think I can do this,” said Ali, staring at the grain of the table while drinking more whiskey. “He’s my dad. I’ve only just reconnected with him.”

“Very well,” said William. “If you’re still here much past one in the morning, I shall myself beat a hasty retreat. And tomorrow I’ll inform the relevant powers you’ve elected to kill the golden goose. Which would be a terrible shame—I foresee a glistening future for you, Alistair. But take your time, think it through.”

His mind already racing, Ali didn’t notice William exiting the room.

What was he to do? It was true he’d gone easy on his father so far, not questioning Gerry about his childhood abandonment. How many times had Ali lain in bed as a young boy, wondering what it was that made him so unworthy?

He picked up his glass and was surprised to see it was already empty.

Ali’s head was weighed down with uncertainty as he headed through the maze of corridors back to the party. Reaching the bar’s entrance, Ali lingered a moment, taking in the raucous scene. And then, somewhere in the crowd, Guy’s face appeared. He smiled at Ali and raised his drink. A moment later the drink was gone, knocked back in one swift motion. Was Izzy somewhere nearby too? Ali’s eyes swept the room but didn’t find her.

William, carrying a glass of red wine, took a seat at a small round table. One table over, Ali’s father was holding court, apparently telling an amusing tale to the gathered crowd, Emma among them. Ali could feel Gerry’s strange allure from across the room.

Gerry turned, his eyes meeting Ali’s through the smoke. He raised a hand, gesturing eagerly for his son to join them. Ali raised a forefinger, mouthing two words, one minute, suddenly desperate for the restroom.

Locking himself in a stall, he wondered about following Guy’s lead. Several quick shots of brown liquor might give him the strength he needed. But did he really want to go through with the challenge?

The restroom door opened. Two male voices moved inside.

“. . . however shite his music is,” said the first, “fair play to the guy.”

“Hilarious, right? Do you reckon Ali knows that story about his mum?”

“No idea, mate. Probably not.”

“It’s ironic she’s called Dolly, right?”

There came a series of amused snorts. Had Gerry really been telling tales about Ali’s mom? How dare he.

“Look, I’m literally pissing myself laughing.”

The hilarity continued to mount until the door opened and closed, and the voices vanished.

 
  

 There he was, Gerald Arthur McCain, center of attention, lord of his manor. Had Ali’s father actually thrown this party for himself? A fresh crowd to amuse, a bottomless bar. Baron of the blues, king of the Churchill Arms.

“The whole bottle, not just a glass,” Ali insisted to the barman. “It’s my dad paying for all this . . .”

He tipped back the bottle. Someone placed a hand on his shoulder and Ali turned gloomily. It was one of the rugby crowd—Jake?—surrounded by his square-faced friends, all wishing him well, Ali accepting their meaty handshakes. For the next fifteen minutes, slugging from the bottle and barely listening to various rugby tales, Ali couldn’t make out his father. But he could hear the shrill amusement surrounding Gerry’s table, his unlikely groupies endlessly enthralled—by more tales about Ali’s mom, perhaps, the parent who hadn’t blithely abandoned him.

As the rugby crowd edged toward the bar, the alcohol suddenly hit, a visceral sensation, like water sluiced from a bucket, liquid hitting a hard surface. The shift felt like a jolt of electricity in Ali’s skull. He took a huge slug of bourbon, shook his head and began staggering through the crowd.

When Ali was a few yards away, Gerry looked up. “Happy birthday, thou unpossessing bastard, as Billy Shakespeare has it!”

Ali leaned his hands on the table to hold himself up. “Don’t you ever fucking call me that again.”

The noise swirling around Gerry’s table died down.

“Are you all right? I thought bastard was our little joke, son.”

“Son?” said Ali, violently sniffing the air. “Don’t call me that, either!”

“Oi, someone get Ali a chair, yeah?”

The crowd at the table started to spin, Emma’s face somewhere among them, each of their features blurring into the next like carousel lights.

“Don’t bother,” Ali snarled, “I’m not staying.”

“Did something happen, mate?” said Gerry, shooting William a look.

William shrugged.

“Sure,” said Ali, “nineteen years ago, when I was born in London and you were in Berlin.” Ali looked around the table. “Does anyone know what he wanted to name me? Edmund! You know, after the bastard son in King Lear? Because, true story, that’s what I was, born out of wedlock.”

The spinning faces didn’t seem especially amused.

“Bad joke,” said Gerry, “fair enough. Thank Christ for your mum’s calming influence.”

“Sure. My mom,” Ali snorted, “the woman you fucking respected so much you cheated on her from day fucking one.”

“I hold my hands up,” said Gerry, “only those were different times, the seventies. I’ve changed a lot, yeah.”

“Right,” said Ali. “Great news for Arantxa, lucky number seven.”

“I’m honestly trying to make amends here,” said Gerry.

“With money?”

Gerry ran a hand down his face. “Look, I’m shit. I admit it, yeah? The thing I’m best at is climbing on stage to perform a John Lee Hooker tribute act, half mauling the blues, playing a half-bad guitar. But onstage is where I go to vanish, mate. That’s Gel up there. Gerry’s backstage, hiding from everyone and their perfectly legitimate disappointment in me. Because I’m shit. I was shit to you, Ali, and I was shit to your mum.”

Maybe the second mention of his mom lit the fuse. Or maybe it was the nineteenth gulp of bourbon. Or maybe the fuse was a slow-burning one, lit sixteen years ago when Gerry snuck out of Ali’s life. Whatever it was, Ali’s words no longer felt like an act. He was speaking profound truths, ones he’d kept bottled up inside for years.

Gerry looked on in silence, accepting the accusations, a piece of meat being pounded thin with a mallet.

And Ali meant every word. His charges were righteous—Gerry’s treatment of women, his desertion of throngs of children. He meant every breath, every syllable, right up to his last line, shouted in Gerry’s face a moment before Ali staggered outside, into the dim, spinning night.

“I never want to see you again.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 25

 
 Ali sprinted through the sunlit Cloister, the chapel clock chiming the hour as he rushed upstairs.

Entering the room, he nodded to Emma and failed to notice the scowl on Dr. Belsky’s face. When Ali sat down, out of breath, the bell rang for the twelfth time.

Dr. Belsky was stirring a mug of mint tea, his glare fixed upon Ali. “It is my understanding,” he said, “that the hour of twelve o’clock is sounded on the first chime, Alistair, not the final chime.”

“So I’m, what, fifteen seconds late?”

“Late is late,” said Anton Belsky, his glare hardening. “Must I explain the concept of lateness? Much as with death, there exists no gradation. One cannot be slightly expired. One either is dead or is not. Do you comprehend the analogy?”

Ali took a breath, his heart still pounding. “Sorry I’m late, Dr. Belsky,” he said, though he was not especially sorry. His arrival was a small miracle, the completed essay in his hand a greater one.

Barely an hour ago, Ali awoke with a head full of bourbon and an acute sense of regret. But he could only remember snatches of his outburst. Was anything he’d said to his father actually unfair? Maybe he’d forgotten the worst of it. William could fill him in.

He staggered into the living room. William wasn’t around and hadn’t left a congratulatory note. The debris of Ali’s incomplete Nabokov essay was strewn across his desk, pages covered with the scars of his crossings-out, books lying facedown with broken spines.

He moved to the window to check the chapel clock, its hands forming a Churchillian V. Five after eleven. Ali had fifty-five minutes, not nearly enough time, to correct his weakest essay parts and write a final page.

At his desk, the residual bourbon actually helped the words flow. But the cocktail of pain and wooziness prevented Ali from recalling what he’d already argued. Where had he intended to go with his argument on Nabokovian tragedy?

But one minute before midday, somehow, Ali dotted his final period and hurriedly gathered up his things.

Anton Belsky sipped his tea, a long silver spoon still in the mug. Why did their professor never remove it? Perhaps one day Dr. Belsky would poke out his eye.

“Very well,” said Belsky. “Let’s pray you redeem yourself, Alistair, with something breathtaking and beautiful.”

Ali cleared his throat to read out his title.

“To what extent,” he began, “is the work of Vladimir Nabokov a refutation of the Aristotelian definition of tragedy?”

He glanced up, hoping to see a nod of approval.

His tutor’s expression was indecipherable. “I see you’ve learned to pronounce the great man’s name.” Belsky gave his tea another stir. “This should be fun. As it happens, I myself am currently working on a book about Nabokov, the novelist I admire most in the world. You probably didn’t read him in Russian.” Dr. Belsky sighed.

“Not exactly.”

“Begin, begin,” said Anton Belsky, waving his hand.

 
  

 The pool of alcohol in Ali’s head had shrunk even further when he reached his final paragraph, its residual effect small enough for him to comprehend that, while yesterday’s lines were patchy, what he’d written in the previous hour was gibberish. While Ali spoke his increasingly worthless words, the quality of his essay was reflected in the violent fidgeting of their tutor, Belsky rearranging his short legs and scratching at various spots on his skull.

At the end, Ali looked up sheepishly. He’d never noticed how high on Dr. Belsky’s head his eyebrows sat, almost halfway up to his hairline, his tutor now raising the eyebrows higher still.

“Alistair,” said Dr. Belsky, “were you drunk when you compiled this cornucopia of cliché and claptrap?”

Ali swallowed. “Would kinda be an acceptable response?”

Dr. Belsky turned to look out the window. “Disappointing would be an all-too-easy tag to apply. However, I prefer disagreeable. As in distinctly displeasurable. Somehow, Alistair, your essay fails even to agree with itself in several asinine areas.”

“Sorry, Dr. Belsky.”

“But unlike with lateness, neither sorrow nor self-abasement will rectify the sin. Your concept of Nabokovian tragedy is, as sloppy speakers would wincingly have it, tragic.”

Emma let out a performative cough. “Dr. Belsky,” she said, “I think you should know it was Ali’s birthday yesterday.”

“Does he require my belated felicitations, Emma?” Belsky snapped.

“Clearly not. But you should know that I physically dragged Ali from his desk last night to celebrate.”

Dr. Belsky’s eyes circled wearily. “To honor another spin round the sun? I’ve always considered the event insignificant. Is this to say that your incomplete argument, Ali—those are notably generous words—is, in fact, half-baked?”

“That’s right, Dr. Belsky.”

“In that case, I suggest you remove yourself from this room.”

“You’re kicking me out?”

“I’m rescheduling you—an act of formidable mercy. Return to me, alone, tomorrow at noon. And with something serious, rather than senseless, in your hand. Emma can remain here to discuss . . .” Dr. Belsky looked dolefully at the ceiling. “Remind me, Emma. On which topic have you chosen to bedazzle me this week?”

“Sylvia Plath,” she said.

Dr. Belsky’s round face broke into a smile. “Another American who met their tragic end in England.”

Emma eyed their tutor suspiciously. “Another?”

Professor Belsky waved his hand. “I’m sure there’ve been too many to count.” He lifted his mug, pausing halfway to his lips. “Do you remain in my orbit for some specific reason, Alistair? Out now! Back tomorrow. Be better!”

 
  

 Ali was asleep on his living room couch when Emma knocked on the door.

“I’ve come to play nurse,” she said. “I hear the patient has suffered a senseless and violent attack.” She sat in William’s armchair.

“The patient might be mortally wounded,” said Ali. It was half-dark outside. Had he really slept for so long?

Emma sighed compassionately. “Belsky’s an awful little man. Hence his nickname, the Beast of Belsky. It’s terrifying. When he interviewed me, he charmed the absolute socks off me. But at the beginning of Michaelmas, one of the third-year English students pulled me aside and warned me. Be careful with that one. He likes playing games with people. And he’s manipulative as hell. Everyone says you just have to survive his astonishing beastliness. And if you do, you’ll be stronger.”

Ali snorted.

“What’s funny?”

“You sound a lot like my roommate,” Ali replied.

“Good Christ. Take that back or I’ll jump straight through your window. I’ve been thinking seriously about this and I believe your roommate’s actually the horror-movie version of Professor Plum.”

“Stop it!” Ali laughed.

“No, really. How is it that William always looks like he’s about to smoke a pipe? The only thing he really wants smoked is his pheasant.”

“Enough,” Ali laughed. “He might be in his bedroom.”

“Right,” said Emma, “snooping on us with one of those massive ear trumpets from before hearing aids were invented.”

“Okay, okay,” said Ali, “it’s working!”

“Whatever could you mean?” said Emma.

“You trying to make me feel better.”

They stared at each other a moment, Ali thankful he hadn’t lost Emma as well. “What’s the time?” he said, noticing he’d forgotten to put on his watch.

“Almost six.”

“Wow, I must have been asleep five hours.”

Emma gave him one of her sizing-up looks. “Be honest with me,” she said. “Is something going on, Ali? Are you in some kind of trouble?”

“Because of my behavior last night?”

“It felt a bit out of the blue.” Emma nodded. “I’m sure nothing you said was unfair or untrue. But do you really never want to see your father again? You only just reconnected.”

“Please. I was feeling better, remember?”

“Fine. Maybe I can help with something else. Let’s start rejigging your essay. There were some promising threads early on.”

“Such as?”

“Right. Let me think. Well, we’ll latch on to something.”

 
  

 At seven, Ali was physically struck by a wave of amplified sound coming from a corner of Cockbayne, a swaggering guitar, the opening notes of a song.

He looked up from his desk. Emma was on the window seat, her face pressed to the dark glass.

Waaah, waaaaah, wah, the guitar screamed, the opening a familiar one, “Rock n Roll Star” by Oasis. The drumbeat began and the bass line’s rumble shook Ali’s insides.

He had to raise his voice. “I totally forgot there was a bop tonight,” he said.

It still felt weird saying bop, a strangely quaint name for the riotous parties Cockbayne students threw every few weeks.

“It looks like a full house tonight,” said Emma, the singer pleading his case in the background, need some time in the sun-she-yiiine . . .

“You go, have fun. I’ve got a handle on this now,” said Ali, tapping his writing pad with a pen.

Emma stood beside Ali and scanned his opening paragraph. “This latest version’s much better.” She nodded. “Next, go straight into Nabokov’s essay on The Tragedy of Tragedy, his disdain for the classical stuff, the iron bars of tragedy’s rules and reliance on inescapable fate. Then you can explore Nabokov’s alternative belief, the way life and death move to the secret rhythm of chance, the mysterious pattern behind every coincidence we experience in our lives—which remains always secret and, therefore, always mysterious. And you should connect Nabokov’s secret rhythm of chance to John Shade’s wonderful Pale Fire line about life being a message scribbled in the dark.” Emma sighed. “I love that. It makes me think of the hand of some god, wielding a stick of black chalk.”

Ali wrote everything down before Emma’s thoughts could escape him and quickly his second paragraph took shape. Why hadn’t he realized what an extraordinary mind Emma possessed? It was only an hour since she’d admitted to never having read Pale Fire.

When he finished each paragraph, Emma outlined the next he should write. By ten o’clock, an hour before the Beer Cellar would stop serving alcohol, Ali had a complete essay and the two of them hurried down Staircase Six to catch the party’s last gasps.

Stepping into New Quad, they felt a buzz spilling from the Beer Cellar and the Junior Common Room, whose throbbing windows were turning rapidly from one color to the next.

The weather was warm for mid-February, the moon luminous, hundreds of bodies lining the graveled paths or leaning against the Small House. Sprigs of silver cigarette smoke bubbled up above plastic cups of beer.

Reaching the bar, Ali insisted to Emma the drinks were on him for the night.

Until a bell rang at eleven for last orders, the two of them stayed near the bar, bumping up against the crowd, joining some of its tide pools, allowing themselves to be pushed here and there by the currents. The clanging bell meant no more alcohol but one more hour of music, so they slipped through the crowd to make their way to the common room, throwing themselves before its loudspeakers, the torrent of sound prickling their flesh, shaking their insides, every young limb on the dance floor exultant.

Ali moved to the unrelenting beat, face-to-face with Emma. He spotted Guy Oldman in the sea of bodies. He was dancing with ecstatic glee, eyes loosely shut and angled at the ceiling. As he whirled with the music, the bright flashing lights painted his face with a thousand mystical patterns. Guy was pinballing around, apparently dancing alone, sometimes almost close enough to touch, so that Ali wanted to catch him in an embrace and say he was sorry. But every time Guy came near, the undertow of the crowd dragged him elsewhere.

Ali had never seen anyone dance with such abandon, such freedom, such an excess of motion, so much . . . The phrase joie de vivre might have drifted through his mind. But fortunately, those precise words eluded him.

Because the next morning, Guy was found dead in his room. He had hanged himself.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 26

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 24, 2019

 

 Good grief! What a drastic act. Your commentator could make several theological points about suicide. But now is probably not the time. What’s that you ask, comrade? Is one experiencing any sadness regarding the male Oldman’s death?

Not especially, no.

Ugh, that ferocious pneumatic drilling sound has struck up again!

Meanwhile, I am experiencing a certain queasiness of the stomach, as if there exists some difference of opinion between my head and my gut.

To be fair, I believe that when terrible events occur in works of fiction, it is our role as responsible readers to shoulder some portion of the blame. I’m sure writers leap to the same defense as gutter journalists, that they wouldn’t keep writing this dark matter if readers didn’t keep reading it—in their paying droves. One of my students recently brought up a tranche of literature called misery porn. I responded with a shrug, never having heard the foul term. My student acted surprised, her response including a curious neologism—wowzers!

According to her, the gloomy reminiscence is much in vogue. I suggested to said student she might try to read, as I am sadly compelled to, the essays of her classmates—in which case, miserabilism could be hers for free!

Her reaction was odd. I do find the young these days increasingly incapable of seeing the humor in anything.

Where were we? Ah, yes.

Death. Guy’s. Wowzers!

Listen up. I believe one needs some time in the sunshine. Outside, in summer’s embrace, I shall gravely ponder questions as to the suicide’s literary significance. Does the grim act fall under the purview of the secret rhythm of chance, for example? Does every life mysteriously foreshadow its own death? Your commentator shall report back.

 
  

 I am assailed from all sides. Allow me to relate recent events at breakneck speed.

Picture this. Noon, your mentor outside in loafers and white flannels, terribly off-duty. A ruckus on the Great Lawn, hordes of muscly men and women lugging around the metal bones of a stage, making god-awful clanging and jackhammering sounds. Your mentor heads upstream to seek serenity. He comes across a woman, blonde, sitting on a picnic blanket, tartan. On the blanket there are strawberries and a bottle of Sauternes. Chateau Peyraguey, naturally. Care to join me, Professor? Splendid, madam, I reply. Alas, I suffer from a spitefully stiff spine. Minor mishap, years ago. Precise details lost in mists of time. The blonde then asks if I require a lawn chair. You’ve thought of everything, I tell her. We do hope so, she responds. Did she really say we? Yes, how peculiar. Lawn chair magically appears. And your mentor sits down. At which point the blonde begins her interrogation.

You realize who I am, Professor, yes?

Madam, I imagine you are the character known as Emma.

Inspired deduction, Professor Goodwin. You understand we’re getting close to the end now?

My dear lady, without being presumptuous, I can see three-quarters of the wine bottle’s contents remain.

Black Milk, not white wine, Professor. The story is close to the end! The number of remaining chapters is all down to you now.

Emma pulled a sheaf of paper from a wicker basket.

For me? I said.

Certainly, Emma replied. But before I hand this over, I must explain something.

The entirety of Black Milk, I declared, has been written by you, dear Emma!

Not the entirety, said Emma, with a telltale head tilt. It was a group effort.

Aha, I said, you and the other ghosts of Oxford past.

Well put, sir. But would you not place yourself in the same category, Professor?

I think of myself as the haunt-ed, not the haunt-eur. But anyway, I continued, there are several of you?

Emma nodded. In addition to our own recollections, she said, we also had Ali’s diary.

I assumed as much, I said. I’ve long been aware of the diary’s existence.

How could that be, Professor Goodwin? Ali kept his diary secret. Not even his closest friends knew it existed.

I am a keen observer of life.

Then perhaps you recall how Ali kept his diary secret?

Perhaps.

Please enlighten me, Professor Goodwin.

The vague image of a false cover comes to mind. For some reason, my answer made me giddy all over again.

Yes, Professor. Do you remember the specific false cover behind which Ali’s diary was hidden?

Does it matter? I said. The sweet wine was making me woozy.

A certain Shakespearean drama? said Emma.

Do not browbeat me, madam, or I shall return forthwith to my stable, regardless of your voluptuous strawberries.

Apologies, Professor. May I tell you more about the diary and how its existence was recently discovered?

Time shall unfold what plighted cunning hides.

Bravo! Emma beamed.

Whatever do you mean?

Your words, Professor, time shall unfold . . . The line’s from King Lear.

Obviously! One always knows what one is saying.

Professor, I feel like I’m playing chess with a master strategist.

Naturally, madam. Although in this instance you state this because . . . ?

Because King Lear is the very Shakespeare play Ali used to camouflage his diary. He glued the covers and spine from a copy of the play to the diary in order to conceal its existence.

Quite, quite. And what of it?

Well, you see, Professor, for years Ali’s father held on to the King Lear as a keepsake, never realizing what he had in his possession. Until one day, during a row with Arantxa, she pulled the book from a shelf and threw it at Gerry’s head. And when it fell open, it revealed its true nature. How’s that for the secret rhythm of chance?

Your mentor felt a gentle tug of yearning, a certain wistfulness. Madam, I said, are you in possession of said diary?

Why, yes, Professor Goodwin. My interlocutor reached into her wicker basket again and extracted the faux King Lear.

When she handed it to me, your commentator felt rather moved.

This will make a fine memento mori, I said, dabbing at my eyes.

I think you mean—memento, said Emma.

Naturally! What do you think I said?

Memento mori, Professor, a reminder of death.

Madam, I am perfectly aware of the Latin phrase’s meaning. I am not some kind of laughable madman!

More strawberries, Professor?

Actually, I’m done with your shenanigans, young lady.

Professor, I’m forty-three. I appreciate the compliment. But why do you call me young?

I can’t explain, I responded, shaking my increasingly hazy head.

Maybe some part of you is locked in the past? said Emma, casting a meaningful look.

I have to leave, I said, feeling glued to the chair like a fly to paper.

Don’t forget this, said Emma, reaching up to hand me her sheaf, her arms as thin as noodles, stretching several stories high.

My vision started to swim. I closed my eyes, sickened by the psychedelic swirling of the world. But I could still hear Emma speaking to me, as if I were trapped in a dream, someone trying to rouse me from slumber.

The final chapter has to be told by me, said the distant voice. The last entry in Ali’s diary was written on the day Guy was found dead in his room. It said simply—Guy’s dead, it’s all my fault, it’s hopeless. So you see, we don’t know anything more from Ali’s perspective. You’ll hear the rest of the tale based on my recollection.

Furiously, I flung open my eyes. Who the hell are you to tell me what happened? I bellowed. It was all your fault.

Yes, Emma nodded, a tear rolling down her cheek. That’s what I believed for many years. That’s what I was allowed to believe.

Whatever are you trying to imply? I cried out.

Simply this, Professor. That I don’t know the truth about what happened on the first day of May, twenty-four years ago. But I suspect there are two people who know exactly what happened.

I was now in a state of white-hot apoplexy. Are you claiming, I roared, as one supposes you are, that I am one of those people?

Her response was so thoroughly ludicrous, I refuse to dignify it by committing it to print. No, I left her wallowing on her tartan in a salty pool of tears.

Stomping back to my room, I saw the muscly people had built an ugly skyline of ominous black boxes and were testing some vile means of amplification. The screech of electrical feedback almost split my head in two.

I have no idea what lies behind this vulgar, cacophonous display.

Having then stumbled to my room, I fell back against the door and closed my eyes until my heartbeat began to slow down.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Act II

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 27

 
  July 23, 2019

 

 Because my birthday falls on the last day of August, I entered Cockbayne as a particularly young eighteen-year-old. Perhaps this explains my naiveté. In fact, had I been born one day later, I would have begun my schooling a year later, in which case my education would have been with a different crowd of young people. Had that been the case, everything in my world would have gone differently.

It’s still possible I would have studied English at Cockbayne College, Oxford. But one thing is certain—I’d have started university in 1995 rather than 1994. In that event, would the lives of Guy Oldman and Alistair McCain have unfolded the same way? Would the important details of this story be the same if I hadn’t played a minor role in our characters’ lives?

Who can say?

I’m not claiming any kind of meaningful importance. I’m simply noting that if butterflies’ wings can effect distant tornadoes, my physical presence at Cockbayne must have been capable of brewing a raincloud or two.

Well, more of a thundercloud, actually. Here’s one of its lightning bolts—

After the events of May Day, 1995, I felt personally responsible for what happened to Alistair McCain.

What proportion of the blame did I think mine? It depended on the day of the week, my general mood. Typically, three-quarters. Sometimes as much as nine-tenths. Certainly, even on good days, never less than half.

At least, that’s how I felt until a telephone conversation twelve weeks ago.

By chance, the phone call happened on May Day. I’d been working for a year on a biography of Virginia Woolf and was halfway done.

It has been unkindly pointed out by critics—and my ex-husband—that I only write books about writers who have ended their own lives. To be fair, I began my first biography, of Hunter S. Thompson, while the gentleman was still very much alive and tripping.

I generally work from nine to three before hazily exiting my study to snatch up my phone, ever hopeful of discovering a life-changing voice message or email. Perhaps, I think, the world has chosen this day to garland me with literary praise or offer foreign publication of my work for an eye-watering number of euros, yen, US dollars . . . And whenever I see an email from my agent, Jessica, as I did that May Day afternoon, this is occasionally the case.

The email’s subject line was the word urgent written three times in all caps. This being very much not Jessica’s style, I opened it with a whoosh of excitement. Here’s what it said—

 
    Dear Emma, this morning Gerry McCain, as in, THE GEL MCCAIN, contacted me. He strongly desired for me to pass on the phone number below, although wouldn’t say why. He urges you to call him ASAP, and has a delightfully colorful way of making his point with great vernacular force . . . 
 
 

 
 Long story short, when I spoke to Gerry, which I hadn’t done for years, he was nursing a bloodied brow and clutching a diary.

With apologies to Ms. Woolf, my work veered sharply in another direction after that conversation. And my sense of guilt took a nosedive.

For almost three months now, I’ve been hard at work reading Ali’s diary, talking with fellow Cockbayners and synthesizing everything into a single work. Black Milk is based on Ali’s words, the memories of his contemporaries and my own recollections.

Which contemporaries am I referring to? The only people in the tale who I trust without question. Victor, Izzy and Gerry.

The way things worked is that, after completing Black Milk’s chapters, I sent them to Gerry. Gerry then sent them on to Professor William Goodwin, from various locations, The Pale Fires having been touring the States for the past month, snaking their way up the eastern seaboard. Therefore, most of our recent conversations have been via telephone. Gerry McCain is a surprisingly sensitive man. Whenever the line went quiet, I suspect he was holding the phone to his chest, weeping.

In Romeo and Juliet, Shakespeare gave Friar Lawrence the following line. These violent delights have violent ends. I fear the same of Gerry’s harsh laments. He hasn’t used words like vengeance or reckoning. But it’s not hard to imagine him having some form of retribution in mind.

Two days ago, having left plant-watering instructions with my son, and only child, named Alistair—don’t judge me—I traveled to Heathrow and boarded a Boeing jumbo jet to New York. Gerry arranged further transport, a needlessly capacious vehicle that swept me north to the placid up-stateliness of Kidlington, and booked my accommodation, a luxurious hotel suite in a building that once housed a bank.

In a few hours, Gerry will read these very words. And tomorrow, Professor Goodwin will read these same words. This time, I will hand the chapter to William Goodwin myself. I want to look into his eyes and see if he remembers me.

Tomorrow, on the grounds of Huntingham College, The Pale Fires will perform their tour’s final concert, to be followed by a dinner, at which Gerry and Professor Goodwin will be seated next to each other.

And then we shall see!

Which means I’ve reached my end task, to recount Ali’s final weeks at Oxford.

I write about them with hindsight, of course, wishing I had behaved differently. Because although my sense of guilt has taken a nosedive, it hasn’t vanished. Perhaps I wasn’t the director of the terrible events. But I certainly played an important role.

So let us retrace our heavy steps on toward Walpurgis Night, when the clock will strike midnight and May the first will be thrust upon us.

 
  

 The day after the bop, when I finally found Ali, I’d known about Guy’s suicide for two hours and Ali had a black eye. It was a cold day and half of college gathered in the open air, students hugging each other, smoking cigarettes with pinched fingers, talking in low tones.

I floundered around college trying to find Ali, who wasn’t in his room or walking it off in the Fellows’ Garden, not part of any gathered crowd. Eventually, I spotted him and his black eye by the Porters Lodge. We hugged and wept. I had to physically help Ali back to his room, not because he was seriously injured but because he was overwhelmed with grief and shame. Ali had concluded Guy’s death was all his fault. Elsewhere, Izzy had reached the same guilty conclusion—about herself. She left Oxford for good three days later.

Ali hugged a pillow to his chest and fell onto the sofa. I swore he wasn’t to blame and pleaded with him to think otherwise. If I could have borne his burden, I would have done so. I am terrible at witnessing pain and despise that hollow feeling of helplessness.

Eventually, Ali explained the black eye—and that the captain of Cockbayne’s first fifteen rugby team had two of them.

Ali heard about Guy’s death in his rescheduled tutorial with Dr. Belsky, whose room he’d entered on the first chime of noon. Dr. Belsky was on the phone, the dark news being relayed to him. After hanging up, with no apparent emotional response, Belsky passed the woeful news on to Ali and told him that, considering the circumstances, he was free to leave.

Ali headed straight to the Churchill Arms to deaden his pain. Finding himself a seat in its gloomiest nook, he filled himself with whiskey and beer while emptying himself of tears. A short time later, one nook over, a group of male rugby-playing Cockbayners arrived to discuss the grim topic of the day over several beers. Their chatter began respectfully enough, with the appropriate levels of shock. But eventually, a gallows sense of humor took hold of the scrum. Obviously if it was going to be anyone, it was going to be one of the Literature crowd. Morbid bunch, absolutely. Depressing company, the lot of them.

The next line was the one that got Ali to his feet. I guess those ramped-up suicide protocols really did the trick! But the words that propelled Ali into the adjacent nook, his fists flying, were spoken by Jake Harris-Ball, captain of the team. Ten quid says I can sympathy-fuck his fake sister!

The fact that Ali made it out of the Churchill with only one black eye, resulting from a single punch thrown in startled self-defense by captain Jake, suggests that everyone at that table understood something about crossing lines.

 
  

 I attended the funeral. Ali did not. It was awful. That’s all I want to say about that.

I also don’t want to talk much about the journalists who lurked outside Cockbayne seeking quotes. Or the ones who posed as sympathetic students from other colleges. Without fail, their sensationalized stories dredged up earlier Oxford suicides, Mark Cutler at Pitt College, 1991, Christina Balfour, also Pitt, 1985 . . . Neither can I bear to describe my conversations with Izzy, my failure to talk her out of abandoning her studies, the coroner’s inquest or suicide verdict. I will state only the plain fact that Cockbayne’s students raised thousands of pounds in Guy’s memory, the money going to a charity that tackles men’s mental health struggles. I’ll mention briefly that the powers of Cockbayne suspended tutorials for a week. And I’ll say little about the fact that every college in Oxford subsequently pledged additional funds dedicated to looking after their students’ mental welfare, resulting in the employment of Well-being Advisers.

Because I only want to talk about Ali.

He was torn apart, his eyes forever red, too wet or too dry, his grin vanished and his hair turning greasily darker and wilder by the day. And yet, he insisted on continuing his studies—to build up his character, as he miserably described the decision to me.

How did those studies go? Well, Professor Kumar-Hendricks certainly treated Ali with great tenderness. And how do you suppose Dr. Anton Belsky handled his distressed student? With kid gloves? Dr. Belsky did indeed reserve a special pair of gloves for Ali. The kind that boxers wear. I tried leaping to Ali’s defense many times but Belsky was a spiteful man. And whenever he turned his psychotic rage on me, I wilted.

Should we have reported our tutor to the college? Perhaps. But I can assure you, Oxford in the late twentieth century was a very different world from the one we live in today. The prevailing attitude was that undergraduates were children, ignorant youths lucky to be living near the Priests of Academe, fortunate to feast on the golden crumbs that fell from their high tables.

Meanwhile, I thought Ali was going gently mad. And later on, increasingly so. It began innocently enough, as if guilt and grief had led him to develop certain habits as distractions from his darkest thoughts. He could sometimes be found doing laps of the Cloister, which might not initially sound ever so odd—but he did so while walking backward. For several weeks he began speaking about himself in the third person—Ali has started eating meat again, Ali’s too tired for lectures today, Ali is going to the restroom now. I didn’t notice at the time that this affectation only occurred when his roommate William was present. Meanwhile, Ali had started to carry around his books and notepads in a snakeskin briefcase, earning numerous sarcastic compliments, to which he’d generally reply, “Thanks, the ladies love it.”

He joined the college football team and, after displaying his woeful dribbling and passing skills during practice, was placed in the third eleven. And even this lowest rung was an act of charity. During Ali’s first game, receiving the ball to his feet, he bent down, picked it up and ran away. Everyone imagined this was a joke, Ali pretending to have confused English football with his American understanding of the word, and that soon he’d return. He never did. I later spotted the ball displayed on his bookshelf like a trophy.

Other students began to give Ali a wide berth and although I stuck by him as best I could—he became increasingly difficult to locate in the daytime—I never pushed him too hard on these new eccentricities, assuming they were part of a process that should be allowed to run its course. One day the dark thoughts and feelings would fade and the old Ali would make his return.

I remember biting my tongue in the Great Hall one night while Ali was mumbling to himself, as if rehearsing the lines of a play. As soon as grace had been recited in Latin, the signal for everyone to start eating, Ali jumped onto the table to denounce the evils of modish vegetarianism, a condition from which he’d briefly suffered, a sin hurting the pockets of the good-hearted farmers of England . . . Professor Kumar-Hendricks left her seat at High Table to gently talk him down.

Toward the very end of term, Ali acquired a new wardrobe of tweed jackets, flannel suits and formal shoes. His unpredictable behavior then reached new heights. For instance, one time he spent several hours accosting strangers in the street for money while wearing a gray suit beneath a fancy blue coat lined with orange silk. I happened to be returning from lectures and saw him being loudly and repeatedly sworn at by a group of teenagers. Fearing that things were about to turn violently unpleasant, I pulled him away and demanded to know what he thought he was doing.

Ali refused to explain himself, other than to say something like, it’s all about strength of character, Emma, and I concluded that grief had finally driven him to the brink of insanity.

Term was ending and I invited Ali to stay with my family. I grew up on the south coast of England, in a town called Christchurch, and imagined bracing walks along beaches and cliff sides would do him the power of good.

I was also, yes, still in love with him, as I had been since the first day we met, finding Ali the easiest person in the world to talk to, despite him admitting to the grievous crime of not liking Jane Austen.

However, it turned out Ali had already made arrangements for the time off between Hilary and Trinity terms. He was going to stay somewhere called Fishy House. With none other than William Wynne-Goode. For the whole break.

With William?

Sure, why not?

Well, because . . .

I was lost for words. This was insanity confirmed.

And yet, when he returned to Cockbayne for Trinity term, he seemed changed. Mostly for the good. Or so I naively believed at the time. Ali’s madness had been replaced by docility—or lethargy, perhaps. Where there had been a sense of adventure, there was now an air of submission. And while I’d always thought Ali gentle, he now seemed immeasurably meek. But maybe this was step one of his recovery. Although he wasn’t the Ali of old, surely given time, that Ali would make it back into the world.

On the opening day of Trinity term, he was the first person I went looking for. It was the final week of April, a month known for showers. But a titanic deluge was falling that Sunday. My room being in the Small House, I had to cross New Quad to reach the Cloister. And even running the short distance, I was wet to the bone when I reached Ali’s room.

After a series of damp knocks, the door opened and I was surprised to see T-bone. He was wearing a blue-pinstriped suit and a tie in a similar shade with white polka dots.

I’d always liked T-bone, albeit cautiously.

“T-bone, lovely to see you,” I said. “Have you returned to Grace Chapel?”

“No, just a quick social visit.”

“I never had a chance to say how sorry I was about your father.”

“Very kind, Emma. But look, you’re drenched. Let me find a towel.”

I stepped into the room. William was sitting in his armchair and Ali on his favored end of the sofa, wearing a brown herringbone jacket. He raised a weak smile. I hadn’t seen his Californian teeth for what felt like an age.

“Emma, would you like some tea?” William asked. He pointed to his granny-ish teapot.

“Thank you.” I nodded, turning to Ali. “So tell me, did you have a nice time at . . . Fishy House?”

“Herring Hall, officially,” said William. “Yes, we had a wonderful time, wouldn’t you say, Alistair?”

“Yes,” said Ali. “We had a wonderful time.”

“Unfortunately, we didn’t get far with our equestrian skills,” William added.

“We didn’t get far with that,” said Ali, shaking his head.

T-bone emerged from William’s room holding a towel.

“Perhaps we should offer our guest one of Alistair’s,” said William.

“Yes,” said Ali. “Use one of mine, T-bone.”

“What difference does it make?” I said, looking at Ali.

He broke eye contact, turning to William.

“Mine’s been used.” William winced.

In hindsight it seemed obvious something was going on, something more than Ali’s recovery from grief and guilt. If I’d known what was coming, I hope I would’ve been a better friend. I was so very young.

When finally I received a towel, I sat down next to Ali. T-bone pulled the chair from Ali’s desk and sat next to William, facing us.

“Alistair,” said William, “why don’t you tell Emma the exciting news?”

“Yes,” said Ali, frowning at William.

“May Day Ball,” William stage-whispered.

“Yes,” said Ali, “May Day Ball. We’re all going to the ball, Emma.”

“Who’s we?” I asked.

Ali turned to William again.

“I shall be attending with Fenella Chappell,” said William. “She’s been making quite a name for herself at the Union. My cousin, Lady Orpington-Brice, will accompany T-bone. And Alistair wondered if you’d be so good as to accompany him?”

“Me?” I said, vaguely happy—but thrown by the strange dog-and-master act.

“Yes,” said Ali, “will you come to the ball with me, Emma?”

I hesitated, remembering the shocking expense of May Day Ball tickets.

“Emma,” said William, “Alistair would very much like to pay for your ticket.”

“Yes,” said Ali, “I’d like to pay for your ticket, Emma.”

My answer wasn’t half-hearted but its delivery was. “Fab-ulous.”

“Good, good,” said William. “You’re rather excited, aren’t you, Alistair?”

“I’m rather excited.”

“And why’s that?” said William.

“I’ve never been to a ball.”

“And what a ball for your debut,” said William. “The May Day Ball in Woodsey Park is the most splendid of them all.”

“Of course,” T-bone cut in, “it begins on April thirtieth, so it should really be called the Walpurgis Night Ball.”

“Is that anything to do with Saint Walpurga, the English nun?” I asked. “My roommate’s a massive fangirl. I don’t know anything about a night being named for her, but I think there’s a passing mention in Goethe’s Faust . . . ?”

“Saint Walpurga, exactly,” said T-bone. “Her night falls on May Day eve. In German folklore, Walpurgisnacht’s the night when the witches meet in the mountains for a bacchanal with the Devil. In several European countries it’s traditional to light bonfires on Walpurgis night to ward off evil spirits. Anyway,” he sighed, “unfortunately, I now have to tear myself away. Luncheon with the Master of Grace Chapel. It’s funny. The old duffer’s become strangely more interested in me now I’m not one of his students.”

William began laughing as if this was the most ticklish thing he’d ever heard.

I made a confused face.

“Oh, I suppose you could say, Emma, that I’m Grace Chapel’s personal banker now.”

T-bone looked somewhat proud, and only slightly abashed, to be telling me this. He straightened his tie. And then headed off to his lunch meeting.

 
  

 I barely saw Ali for the next seven days. We weren’t in the same pairing for either Dr. Belsky’s or Annie’s tutorials. When I did run into him in the Cloister, he told me that he no longer had time to attend lectures, so not to wait for him at our usual spot. If he went to the library during the first week of Trinity, it was at a different time to me. I caught occasional glimpses of him, a rugby shirt beneath a tweed jacket flickering past the openings across the Cloister, a cricket jumper and flannel suit disappearing beyond a bridge.

The run-up to May Day, a summer-greeting festival, was bedeviled by rain and cold. On Saturday, the day before the ball, I realized I had nothing to wear and headed toward the city center to hire a ball gown. Walking under the covered bridge, into the cobbled square, I turned toward Holyrood’s huge leaded window to enjoy the magnolia tree growing there, its brazen pink flowers having recently brightened my daily mood en route to lectures. When I did so that morning, my heart fell. A frost had descended on the city overnight and the magnolia tree had been stricken. Its carnal pinks had turned deathly shades of brown and half its blooms were scattered on the ground, perfectly lifeless.

I hired a pink gown in memory of the magnolia’s former splendor.

On Sunday, the day of the ball, the sun made a blazing return. William had invited us to lunch at the Union. My treat, naturally.

I hadn’t paid to be a member of the Oxford Union. The idea of being surrounded by debating students, wannabe leaders of the free world, held all the appeal of paying for a seat in the hyena enclosure at London Zoo.

My first shock of the day was discovering that the Union was closed on Sundays. I rattled the bars of its gate only to see William stride out of a building, holding an amusingly oversize key. Apparently, he’d paid for exclusive use of the Union’s bar to host his lunchtime gathering.

Crossing the courtyard, I received a second mild shock, William informing me that T-bone had had a change of plans, an urgent business trip to Geneva, and therefore wouldn’t be attending the lunch or the ball.

All of which meant that when I’d seen T-bone a week earlier it was for the final time. Our social circles certainly no longer overlap. In fact, they don’t even exist in the same universe. The newspapers make a list of the wealthiest people in the country every year. T-bone hits the top ten every time.

Stepping into the bar, I was struck by its resemblance to a private gentleman’s club, all squat leather chairs and floor-to-ceiling curtains, walls crammed with photographs of the world-famous faces that had run the Union or spoken in its debating chamber.

As William led me to the table, I saw right away that Ali was upset. I asked him what was wrong. “Nothing important,” he told me. “Did you hear T-bone can’t make it?” he added.

I feel miserable now reporting how handsome Ali looked in his black tie and dinner jacket, in his gentle distress.

He said something nice about my ball gown and I smiled.

Such worthless, selfish happiness.

Bubbles were poured, food arrived, wine flowed. There were still four hours before the ball was due to begin, an all-night hedonistic affair that would run until five in the morning, May Morning. And after that, more champagne would be drunk as many of the ball-goers, clutching green bottles, would make their way to Cockbayne Bridge for the annual May Day celebrations. The choir would sing their traditional hymn from the roof of Cockbayne Bell Tower. Down below, among the large crowd, would be Morris dancers and women with flowers in their hair. Scores of drunken boys, and the occasional girl, would leap from the bridge into the river below, despite warnings every year not to do so, the water not terribly deep and numerous injuries having been suffered over the years.

Thinking about the jollity to come—while eating William’s food, drinking his wine and, after dinner, his port—I was in a wonderful mood, despite Ali still having a leaden demeanor. What a wretched thing to recall.

I was seated between Ali and a girl named Bob, who William insisted on calling Lady Orpington-Brice. Across the table was T-bone’s late replacement, a young man known as Sam-Sam. “So despicable they named him twice!” William joked. Sam-Sam and William were both members of the Saracens club. During the lunch, Sam-Sam brought up the bridge-jumping tradition, apparently having taken the leap himself the previous year. The best damn hangover cure known to man!

During dessert, I learned that Sam-Sam’s father was a politician. In fact, he would go on to be declared Deputy Prime Minister weeks after that lunch. William pointed out Sam-Sam’s father glaring dangerously down at us from the wall, a black-and-white photograph of him, President of the Union, dashingly wearing a white bow tie and tails.

William then leaned over to murmur something to Sam-Sam, one son of the elite to another.

“You know, I think I’ve fallen in love, Sam-Sam.”

“Really? Who is she?”

“Not a girl,” William sighed. “Oxford!”

On any other day, the cynic in me would have heard the line and collapsed in fits of giggles. But while I didn’t much like William Wynne-Goode—how I feel about him now is unprintable—I’m ashamed to say I was feeling incredibly happy at that lunch and the line put a smile on my face. I was a girl from a nice town and a reasonably well-off family who’d been raised in a bubble of relative privilege. But I had never dined with the daughters of dukes or the sons of famous politicians.

Lady Orpington-Brice had a fantastically foul mouth and seemed to genuinely despise her cousin William. Fenella Chappell, meanwhile, was connected somehow to royalty via a series of viscounts, ladies and Honourables, people whose names I didn’t know. Which means Ali and I were the mutts. And even Ali had a famous father.

Fenella, Bob and I decided to take a stroll after the first bottle of port, while the boys remained at the table with a second, Sam-Sam flashing a pocketful of cigars.

It was warm enough to leave our coats behind. The sunlight toasted my bare arms before we ducked inside the Covered Market to wander its aisles, chatting aimlessly. Before we left, we passed a butcher’s where several pairs of quail were strung up, tied together by their necks. There were also three rabbits, hanging by their legs, which had been crossed over each other, plastic bags covering their dead faces. Bob said something about rusty rabbits, a reference that only made sense to me recently, reading Ali’s diary. She pointed at the longest-bodied rabbit and named him Worthless Willy, before turning to ask whether Ali and I were . . . I’ll substitute the word partnering for the one Bob actually used. I said that we were not. And she replied, “Stupendous,” so I wouldn’t mind if she tried to partner Ali that night.

Up until then, I’d liked Bob. Now she was the Walpurgis Night evil spirit I’d have to ward off.

So another feature of my enduring—albeit diminished—shame is that I spent what time I had left with Ali obsessed with outdoing the eldest daughter of the ninth Duke of Flete.

We arrived at Woodsey Park in two taxis and lined up in pairs. I threaded my arm through Ali’s and pulled him closer than I might have done had it not been for Bob. Although there was no sparkle to our conversation, I continued to think Ali was on the road back to wellness.

Woodsey Park was filled with pavilions, fairy lights and a boisterous sense that this night of gluttony would be mercilessly pillaged by the thirsting crowd.

In the main pavilion a dance floor had already filled with glamorous bodies slamming indelicately into each other. An Oasis tribute band played, the performance including a fake fight between the faux Gallagher brothers, followed by a Blur tribute act.

The six of us stuck together as we toured the food pavilions, eating oysters before burgers and plates of Indian curry washed down with champagne before banana splits covered in spray cream. Our tickets included one bottle of champagne apiece. But Sam-Sam would frequently wander off, returning each time with three more golden-tipped bottles clutched to his chest.

Bob’s attempts to woo Ali, her slurred lines filled with monosyllabic words for male and female body parts, were neither rebuffed nor rewarded. Ali projected a distant sense of numbness, my assumption being that this was an alcoholic daze piled on top of his melancholy.

When the fireworks began, we waded into the night to throw back our heads, rockets bursting, the sky colorful and streaked with milky smoke. When I looked around, I couldn’t see our companions and took hold of Ali’s hand as if, surrounded by so much explosion, I required a protector.

After a loud climactic boom, Ali turned to me and said, “Emma, there’s only one more thing I have to do.”

“What’s that?”

“I have to jump in the Cherwell. And then I’ll be on the inside. One of them.”

“One of what?”

“The spiral staircase.”

“Oh, Ali.” I touched his cheek. “You’re so drunk. You’re not making any sense.”

And then, for the first time in a long time, Ali laughed.

“What’s funny?” I asked.

“It’s not funny—it’s awful.” He closed his eyes. “I can’t tell you.”

“You can say anything to me, Ali.”

He opened one eye. “William called you a shrew. And he told me you need to be tamed.”

I laughed. Soon, we were both wide-eyed and laughing. It felt like a turning point.

“I told you it was awful,” said Ali.

“But it’s not,” I said. “William’s right—well, not the taming part, hopefully. But I am a shrew, Ali. A proud one, actually, from a long line of proud shrews, a series of stubbornly assertive and opinionated women. And to be thought shrewlike by the likes of William Wynne-Goode gives me immense satisfaction. Anyway, is that what you think of me, Ali, a shrew?”

“God, no!”

“But I just told you, Captain California, I am one!”

This seemed to make Ali immensely happy.

“Emma,” he said, “can I kiss you?”

I held my breath a moment and nodded—with all the demure grace of Saint Walpurga—and we kissed.

I wish I’d typed those last three words without a torrent of tears bursting from my eyes. I wish my heart wasn’t irreparably broken to this day.

Soon enough, I was demure no more. I led Ali away by the hand, my fingers alive to the vitality of our youth, the warmth of Ali’s flesh.

Although Woodsey Park was filled with pavilions and lights, you didn’t have to stray far to find a shadowy corner, a woody copse.

We headed for the dark side of a broad oak tree.

I wish I could say it was beautiful. I was drunk, Ali drunker still. It felt briefly beautiful, nonetheless. And soon, out of breath, we fell asleep, our drained bodies lying on the mossy ground amid the oak’s twisted roots.

I woke up before Ali in the still-dark hum of the morning, my head resting between his shoulder and chest.

When I felt him stir, I stroked his ear. In the faint light coming from the nearest pavilion, I noticed his smile. It was the sweetest moment of my life.

How strange that I can still believe that.

After a contented sigh, Ali’s lips began to move, his mouth relishing the awakening, its first sip of the new world. He didn’t open his eyes. A bird above us burst into song, before he spoke the following words—

“Izzy, oh, Izzy, I love you so much.”

Young rage has never been spat out as violently as mine.

What words did I scream? Where did I strike him? How long did it last?

I only recall my final words, as the tears rushed down my face.

“I hate you, Ali. I hate you and I hope that you die.”

 
  

 In the pavilion, Sam-Sam was kissing Bob and William Wynne-Goode was stirred from sleep by my furious arrival. He spoke. At the time, his words seemed nonsensical, an odd line ripped from a strange dream.

“I pledge eternal loyalty to you, my rabbit brother.”

But now I have some idea what William was dreaming about.

The air was filled with the chirrup and warble of birdsong, the first hints of sunrise.

The scene inside the pavilion resembled the aftermath of a battle.

I snatched up my coat and felt Bob’s hand on my shoulder.

“Where’s Ali?” she said, eagerly.

I spun around, drawing back my bow, its arrow dripping with all the wit I could muster.

“Fuck off, Duchess.”

 
  

 I headed back to the city on foot, my way lit by the rising sun and flanked by coasting vehicles. Life started to thicken as I neared Cockbayne Bridge. Across the road a group of Morris dancers jingled along the pavement, two of them playing swords with their sticks.

As I pulled off my painful shoes, Ali’s words replayed in my head. I’d like to tell you I didn’t hate him every minute of that sunrise hour.

I could see the bridge and the crowd. Someone was playing guitar. Someone was playing pipe and drum. Farther off, a boom box was booming Nirvana. The air was filled with mist—or steam, perhaps.

I surrendered to the flow of the crowd, no longer taken aback by young men in loosened black ties, still drinking, or young women in glamorous gowns still wearing their steepest shoes. I bobbed among the bodies, everyone awaiting summer’s opening act, eyes looking up at Cockbayne Bell Tower, ears ready for the choir’s first song, its “Hymnus Eucharisticus.”

The river’s surface was a stippled mirror reflecting bankside yews and the faint fire of the sky.

And then it arrived, the sound of angels, the crowd hushed by the crystalline harmonies floating down from the bell tower’s rooftop.

 
  Te Deum Patrem colimus,
 Te laudibus prosequimur,
 qui corpus cibo reficis,
 coelesti mentem gratia . . .

 

 The strange words passed through me. And then came a second song. Now is the month of Maying, when merry lads are playing . . .

When the voices departed, merry lads indeed began to play, one tuxedoed boy throwing himself from the bridge and then another, the crowd laughing at the foolishness. The recent weather had been kind to idiotic revelry, the water deep enough to swallow and break their falls.

What next? Everything is a blur after that.

Sound. Laughter. Bells . . .

. . . and Bels-ky. At least I think so. I cannot swear to it but I believe I saw our tutor leaning against the bridge’s parapet. He had the air of a movie director, imperiously casting his eye over a shoot location, planning his next scene. Whoever it was, he was certainly the shortest man in the crowd, which was lapping around me, so that I couldn’t be sure whether it was Professor Belsky or not. I would have pushed my way through the bodies to find out if I’d known what I would read in Ali’s diary one day, or if I’d known what was about to happen.

A few seconds later, someone in the crowd, or perhaps many people in the crowd, let out a gasp—an odd, sliding, whistling sound.

The person next to me looked up. I looked up. Now everybody was looking up.

Ali was standing on one of the dips in the battlements, his toecaps inches over the edge.

There was a terrible, elongated millisecond when I recalled what he’d said to me earlier. Right now, readying myself to type his words again, I feel weak and sick.

I have to jump in the Cherwell. And then I’ll be on the inside. One of them.

To jump from the bridge, yes. But to jump from the tower . . . ?

Voices in the crowd pleaded no or prayed the word aloft.

Ali’s lips were moving but no one could hear his words.

And he jumped.

You hold your breath. You do. You hold your breath.

Ali’s body struck the bridge, a glancing blow spinning him half around, before he vanished beneath the water’s surface, heavy ripples shattering its mirror.

I heard the sound of screaming, the sound of terror.

Both of these sounds unmistakably mine.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 28

 
  Kidlington, New York
 July 24, 2019

 

 Good heavens. One finds oneself in floods of tears.

What is wrong with me? I have half a mind to . . . I have half a mind . . .

Aftergut in my room.

Looking forward to the concert, Bill?

Good Lord, no.

What happened to old Tickens?

Dead as a dodo. For some time. Forgetting to wind, one supposes.

Alone again. Electrical feedback screaming across campus.

In floods of tears.

Lunchtime. No, evening. Odd.

Reserved seating. Beside the dean. VIP!

Isn’t this exciting, Professor Goodwin?

Good Lord, no.

Darkness. Lights. Fireworks!

Gerald Arthur McCain onstage. Extraordinary musical cacophony. Vulgar beyond belief. One song so much like the next, eventually they all feel intensely familiar.

McCain is leathery. Both his skin and tight pants. Now he is speaking sotto voce, his words amplified across the black river—

Thank you, ladies and mental men. We’ve been The Pale Fires. And this is our final track of the night . . .

The Lord is merciful indeed.

. . . a track from our much-loved second album . . .

Everyone laughing for some reason.

. . . and it’s called—Black Milk . . .

I am wrestling with some urge. What, comrade? Be still!

. . . Now this being a college town, I’m sure I don’t need to point out that all the verses are written in iambic pentameter, Shakespeare’s favorite poetic styling. However, no one else fuhkin noticed—well, one person actually—but I’m sure nuffink gets past you proffs and boffs. Anyway, I want to dedicate this song to one who noticed. This is for my son, Ali, Alistair, wherever he might be . . .

My God, there are three people stepping onstage. Am I the only person who sees them? Why is nothing being said? These visions are looking up at me. Staring into my soul. Izzy, Victor, Emma. The ghosts of Oxford past!

A teary-eyed Gerry-atric looks mournfully heavenward. And our three ghosts lift their fingers to point them at your gentle guide.

. . . I hope you can hear this, son.

He plucks his acoustic guitar, its notes actually rather sweet, and sings the first line.

The vines of France and milk of Burgundy . . .

Your commentator feels a jolt recalling his luminous analysis of the song’s lyrics. One can even recall every line. Comrade, calm yourself.

Ugh, the chorus arrives, the thunder of electrified guitar.

Good grief, there is an awful lot of sucking in this song. How boorish. Your lucid guide fears the iambic pentameters are driving him into a fugue state. The trio of ghosts has vanished. Is it possible one imagined them?

On it goes, the storm surge of guitar, the sucking and sucking and sucking.

Ah, this may well be the final verse. Fingers fiercely crossed.

This milky gentleness and course of yours . . .

Yes, from King Lear.

. . . Will take you to a higher heaven’s doors.

Goodness, what an extraordinary note on which to end. No, it is unbearable, it is . . .

Professor Goodwin, what’s wrong?

Turning to the dean, my vision is watery, her face nothing but swaths of wishy-washy color. Am I really in tears? Again?

Don’t look at me! I scream. Leave me alone.

I’ll see you at dinner, then, Professor. Rockefeller Hall, thirty minutes.

I stare at the world, wild and wet, a crowd dispersing.

En route, drying one’s eyes.

Back at my desk. Third drawer down. Tiny pistol.

Tiny pistol in my hand. Tiny pistol in my pocket.

A moment later, I am seated next to him, the gray assassin, Gerald Arthur McCain.

The rock star reeks of bourbon and barbarity!

Professor Goodwin, McCain says, charmed to meet you again.

But Mr McCain . . .

Call me Gel.

Do I have to? What’s it for? Gelid? Gelato?

You’re a funny fella, Proff.

Indeed—Gel. Only here’s the thing. You said, charmed to meet you—again. However, I’m fairly certain I’ve never met you in my life.

Fairly certain, Proff? Not completely fuhkin certain?

If this is to be a foul-mouthed affair, Gelato, I’d prefer to dine in utter silence.

I’ll tone it down, Proff. So tell me, what did you make of the show?

Dismal!

Spot-on. Mind you, here’s the thing, sunshine. Little dickey bird told me you were quite moved by the finale.

I’d say your bird was more than dicky. The creature was deranged.

Yeah? What if the bird was a waxwing?

Aha, I smiled, the shadow of the waxwing slain . . .

. . . by the false image in a windowpane.

Nabokov. I smile.

So you do recall some things, Proff.

The opening line of the poem Pale Fire? Of course, I snort. Although, it being the source of your band’s name matters little to me.

Meant something to my son, says McCain. Are you alright, Proff?

Apologies. I am experiencing life in extremis today.

Here, take this handkerchief.

Thank you, Gel. I appreciate the kind act—of milky gentleness.

Professor Goodwin! the rock star smiles. Are you quoting Shakespeare at me?

Perhaps I’m quoting your final song, Gel. Fine words borrowed from a higher source. Across every art form there has long existed a certain noble tradition of softly plundering, taking another writer’s words and shaping them anew. In fact, is this not exactly what Shakespeare was nodding at when he penned the words the moon’s an arrant thief, and her pale fire she snatches from the sun? One might further point out this is the very line from which both Vladimir Nabokov and you yourself have, if you’ll excuse the term, stolen the words pale fire, both instances being acts of arrant thievery—from a line about an arrant thief. Rather meta, one might say.

After I am done with my scholarly aside, McCain starts clapping, clearly impressed by your mentor’s razor-sharp analysis.

I reckon you flat-out nailed that lecture, Professor Goodwin.

I bow foppishly, my right hand providing the flourish.

Such things come easily, I say, to a learned gentleman such as myself.

Such as yourself. Gel nods. And who’s that, by the way? he adds. Which self exactly?

Suddenly one feels an immense wrenching in one’s belly, my gut contracting violently, as if I am about to regurgitate some enormous mass from deep inside my body. Fearing any such emission might spew across the table, I stagger to my feet.

Apologies, Gerald, I say, I’m feeling a tad under the weather.

Under the weather? McCain responds. Like King Lear, turning mad beneath the storm-filled sky? As it happens, there was a thunderstorm the day my son came to find me . . .

I really don’t have time for this . . .

Don’t fight it, Proff, says McCain. Just take a good hard look in the mirror.

How odd I feel, the rock star’s words somehow intensifying the shape and size and pounding of my insides. I lurch past the backs of our dining companions, recalling with startling clarity my fear that McCain is here to do me harm. And of what use will this crowd of craven academics be? I touch my jacket’s breast pocket. Good, the tiny pistol is still concealed there. I find the bathroom and lock myself inside.

Mirror, mirror, on the wall, who do I spy by the bathroom stall?

Oh, comrade, how I wish I were Alice right now and could pass straight through the looking glass. And yet, I fear this mirror.

I remove the tiny pistol from my pocket, take aim at the man in the mirror and pull the trigger. Glass shatters. The gentle picture splinters into a thousand shards. I storm out of the bathroom, tiny pistol in my hand, into a room of murmurs, the crowd wondering whether it really just heard a gunshot. Soon, everyone has spotted the weapon in my hand. Chairs tumble, panicked screams erupt, dinner guests dash for the exits.

And now everyone is gone, everyone except for Gerald Arthur McCain. He rises from his seat.

I cock the tiny pistol and bellow at him, I have done nothing wrong!

No, you never did, the rock star replies.

I stride toward him, leveling the weapon at his head.

You abandoned your son! I yell.

Yes, I did. McCain nods. I abandoned my son. But only once, when he was a baby boy. After that, he was taken from me.

Taken from you? I spit. Which abhorred villain took him from you?

Two villains, I suspect. The rock star sniffs. William Wynne-Goode and William Goodwin.

William Goodwin? I scream. Professor William Goodwin? Why do you speak his name, when no such man exists?

The rock star nods. No such man exists, he says.

The name is patently a false one, I cackle, Wynne-Goode turned on its head.

A false name, yeah. McCain nods.

And you, sir . . . I tremble. You too have many pseudonyms. Jakob Gradus, Jacques d’Argus, Jack Grey, the assassin-in-chief, here to murder me.

The rock star shakes his head. I’m not here to hurt you, he says, quite the opposite.

I should kill you for what you did, I say, abandoning that helpless baby boy.

Kill me? the rock star says. Then do it, he adds, a muscle in his forehead twitching as I move my tiny pistol toward his wretched face.

I should shoot out both your eyes, I say, the round mouth of my gun and McCain’s iris a perfect match, circle paired with circle. My trigger finger starts to sense the metallic resistance.

McCain closes his eyes. I love my son, he says, and I will always love my son.

I killed your son, I say, leaning close to the rock star’s ear. I sent him through the looking glass, I whisper, and then I buried him at the bottom of a deep, dark hole.

You didn’t kill my son. The rock star sniffs.

I—killed—your—son, I growl. And now, Gerald Arthur McCain, I’m going to kill you.

The rock star opens his eyes. Then do it! he yells.

Another eyelash of pressure on the trigger and the rock star will be dead as a dodo.

McCain’s eyes open wider still, daring my tiny pistol to strip them of their luster. Do it, then! he yells. Go on, Professor Goodwin. Is that who you really are?

The room begins to tilt forward, as if the entire mass of Rockefeller Hall is standing on a knife’s edge, perched on the brink of some abyss.

Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall . . .

Farther and farther it tilts until, finally, the whole building slips toward a deep, dark hole.

. . . Humpty Dumpty had a great fall.

Why can’t you do it? the rock star yells. Tell me why you can’t do it, Professor Goodwin!

And now your mentor is falling, falling, falling. Down, down, down. The hole is dark and deep.

Why can’t you shoot me? shouts McCain.

I hit the bottom of the hole. A figure is sitting beside me, someone who has been waiting in this spot for many years. I turn my head and recognize him. The very man I spied in the mirror a few minutes ago. When I left him there in the bathroom, he had broken into a thousand pieces.

All the King’s horses and all the King’s men.

Must have put comrade together again.

How tranquil he looks, happy and whole.

I tilt my head submissively.

I suppose one’s time is up, I say.

My comrade nods.

I do understand. Now it is your scholarly commentator’s turn to linger at the bottom of this rabbit hole. Actually, I’m rather looking forward to it.

My comrade nods again.

And then he starts to rise, his once-broken body being carried up into the azure sky. I stare at him, feeling immense satisfaction, my comrade finally escaping from the deep, dark hole. Your commentator smiles, grateful it has come to this, that everything is over now. Back to how it was. Back to how it always should have been.

Why can’t you shoot me? says McCain, softly this time.

I look up. My comrade’s eyes open. His lips part.

Because you’re my father, he says.

Good, Ali, good, says Gel McCain. Now please, son, you need to put down the gun.

I look up at them both, the sunniest of smiles on my face.

My comrade obeys. Ali puts down his gun. He hugs his father.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Chapter 29

 
 On May Morning, 1995, Ali’s body was pulled from the Cherwell by two boys in wet dress shirts, the pair having jumped in moments before Ali appeared on the bell tower rooftop.

An ambulance was parked nearby, its crew ready to deal with the sprained joints and broken bones of bridge jumpers, or the various injuries that occur wherever large crowds gather.

I was so certain Ali was dead, I couldn’t bear to remain on that bridge. I pushed through the shocked crowd and ran back to Cockbayne, where I collapsed against a stone wall and started to cry.

Clive, the head porter, appeared and wrapped his heavy jacket around my shoulders. I was shaking and hysterical but somehow conveyed to him that the person taken away in an ambulance was Ali McCain, a student at Cockbayne. Clive led me into the lodge and handed me a hip flask from beneath the reception desk. While I drank from it—scotch, I think—Clive made some phone calls. And then I remembered I still had the number for Gerry McCain’s manager.

A lot of what happened next is blurry. Someone gave me a pill, or maybe several. And someone else, or the same person, helped me to my room. I remember hearing the words Headington Hospital and touch-and-go. But I wasn’t thinking straight enough to realize this meant Ali was alive.

When I awoke it was midafternoon. Somehow, in my sleep, everything had been pieced together. I jumped up, tore off my ball gown and dressed in a hurry. Soon, I was speeding toward the hospital on a bicycle.

I found out where Ali was, ignoring the words you won’t be able to see him, as I burst down the corridor. Nearing the ward, a nurse moved from behind a desk to stop me. I spotted Gerry McCain looking pale and haggard, talking to a doctor, and called out his name.

Gerry yelled for the nurse to let me through and I rushed desperately into his arms to cry all over again.

Ali had been put into a medically induced coma in intensive care, Gerry told me. His shoulder was smashed to fuck and his head had sustained a serious injury. But he was lucky to be alive.

 
  

 Gerry sat by his son’s bed, day after day, telling Ali wild stories—the tabloid press would die for them—quoting lines from Shakespeare and singing songs, accompanied by acoustic guitar, until, fighting back the tears, his voice would break.

One time I came into the room and heard him whispering, “I was never there for you, Ali, but I’m here for you now, son. And I’m not going anywhere, I promise.”

On the third day, Ali’s mother and stepfather arrived. Everyone made me feel welcome. But Gerry in particular.

On the seventh day, Ali’s stepfather, Marty, who had a smart aleck demeanor and the build of a rodeo bull, returned to Los Angeles. After this, the tone at Ali’s bedside changed, Gerry’s words for his ex-wife turning somehow noble and sweet. He pronounced himself every foul name under the sun for his mistreatment of Dolly and Ali.

Gerry is wildly charismatic. He possesses a childlike sense of enthusiasm and an unabashed honesty. He begged forgiveness. And eventually, after staring at her son for a protracted time, Dolly granted Gerry absolution.

Cockbayne granted me time off from my studies but let me keep my room. Every day I cycled between college and the hospital, hoping against hope for Ali to regain consciousness. What a sharp sense of purpose I felt while Ali was in that hospital, imprisoned by a coma. Nothing mattered outside of my daily journey, my bedside vigil. The planet could have been overrun by Martians or the country invaded by a foreign army and I would have carried on shuttling between the same two points, doggedly determined for Ali to hear my voice. Life never felt that purposeful again.

Or not until I sat down to write Black Milk.

 
  

 It was a Sunday. Gerry and Dolly were in Ali’s room, on opposite sides of the bed, Dolly laughing at a story Gerry had just finished telling. I noticed how much Ali looked like his mother, the same blond hair and adventurous eyes. Dolly must have been in her early forties. She looked like a million dollars.

I was about to sit. Instead, I froze. At first, it was only a suspicion of movement. But soon, it was clear that Ali’s eyes were shifting beneath their lids, as if he were reading. Then his lips started to move, trying to whisper the words he could see in the dark.

“Go fuhkin find someone!” Gerry yelled at me.

I ran to the desk nurse. Soon, a throng of bodies was swarming Ali’s room.

We prayed and paced outside Ali’s room. After several minutes, a nurse came out.

“It’s good news,” said the nurse. “But please understand, with the amount of sedation Ali’s been on and all the painkillers, he might be minimally conscious and confused for some time. Let us attend to him. I think it’s best you all go and get some rest. Come back tomorrow at nine. And, fingers crossed, Ali might be ready for visitors.”

Gel pulled us into another huddle.

“Fuhkin result!” he cried.

 
  

 The next morning we were all in excellent spirits. A doctor was in Ali’s room when we arrived and our five-minute wait felt like an eternity.

When finally the doctor came out, I sensed something odd. He was smiling, obviously keen to convey good news, but his body had an odd sideways lean.

“Alistair’s a little groggy,” the doctor said, “but the signs are broadly positive.”

“Is something wrong, Doc?” said Gerry.

“No,” said the doctor. “It’s just . . . someone told me Alistair’s an American citizen.”

“Yeah,” said Gerry. “If this is about paying his bills, don’t worry, it’s sorted.”

“No, it’s not that.”

“What’s going on?” said Dolly.

“How much time has Alistair spent in England?” the doctor asked.

“Maybe . . . seven months?” said Dolly.

“Doc,” said Gerry, “what’s this got to do with the price of tea in China?”

The doctor crossed his arms. “I’ve only heard about this happening. Never actually witnessed it myself. Really nothing to worry about. Why don’t you come see him?”

Ali’s head was propped up, and he smiled weakly before he spoke, falteringly at first. “Charmed . . . to make . . . your acquaintance,” he said.

I looked at Gerry. Gerry looked at me. Dolly touched her chest.

“Good Lord,” said Ali. “Does one have food . . . stuck to one’s face? How frightful.”

Ali’s voice had changed dramatically. At first, this seemed like a glitch, his vocal cords weakened by his condition. And yet, there was an additional difference.

“Hwat the devil is going on?”

Somehow, Ali’s accent wasn’t American. It was very much that of an Englishman. Alistair McCain was speaking in the unmistakable voice of William Wynne-Goode.

 
  

 Was this some kind of game?

“All right, Ali?” Gerry looked bewildered. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on, mate? It’s me, your dad, your old man.”

Ali glanced sidelong at his father before turning to me. “Emma,” he said,” what precisely is my roommate’s father doing here? The man is quite patently drunk.” Ali pulled his hand from Gerry’s grip. “Really, Mr. McCain, I’m not that sort of gentleman. Surely you can find someone else with whom to play your unsavory daddy games. This is in terribly bad taste. My dear father died years ago on the Venetian Lagoon.”

Dolly moved to the other side of the bed. “Ali, it’s Mom.”

“This is preposterous and sickening,” Ali exclaimed. “Mamaah also died in the same speedboat accident. Emma, might one have a word in private?”

I stepped forward. “Absolutely. And sorry to be asking such an odd question. But what should we call you?”

By now Ali was intensely annoyed. “William,” he snapped. “What else would anyone call me?”

“And your surname?” I asked.

“Good grief, what a ludicrous question,” said Ali. “My surname is Goodwin.”

“And you’re Alistair McCain’s—roommate?” I asked.

“Not any longer, one supposes.”

“Why’s that?”

“I’m afraid I have some rather dismal news, Emma. Young Alistair, I regret to inform you, is no longer amongst us. Frightful accidents appear to have a way of following me around. The poor boy is dead!”

Ali seemed genuinely upset . . .

No, not Ali. I suppose I should use the name he would go by for the next twenty-four years.

William Goodwin seemed genuinely upset.

Gerry grabbed Goodwin by both hands. “You’re Alistair,” he barked. “You’re Alistair McCain. You’re my son.”

Gerry wouldn’t let go, despite Goodwin’s struggles to free his hands, repeating the line over and over. “You’re Alistair, Alistair McCain . . .”

Goodwin screwed his eyes shut and the doctor stepped in. I stood helplessly at the end of the bed, recalling our rehearsals for Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, remembering how Ali had taken no time to slip into character, his English accent almost faultless right from the start.

 
  

 Ali’s shoulder had impacted the bridge first, the collision twisting his body. His head then took a secondary glancing blow. He entered the water headfirst, several of his vertebrae being crushed as his skull struck the riverbed. So serious were his injuries, if there’d been even an inch less of rain in the weeks before May Morning, this tale might have ended in 1995.

But the ambulance workers were quick on the scene, rushing Ali to Headington Hospital in minutes. The first issue addressed was the severe bleeding in Ali’s brain. After that, his shoulder and spine were operated on. And then he remained in a coma for five weeks. Even after regaining consciousness, William Goodwin had to undergo rehab for six weeks before he could walk—at first, no more than a few steps at a time, eventually with the help of a cane, having refused to use crutches, metallic monstrosities.

When Goodwin was asked why he was in the hospital, he gave the same account every time—

I was set upon by a gang of pimply hooligans. Naturally, one put up a good fight. But I suppose one of them was wielding a cosh or cudgel. The meaty boy outflanked me while I was dealing with his fellow clodhoppers. It took two or three blows to the head before I went down. The last thing I remember is falling headfirst into a puddle. I distinctly recall seeing my reflection in the water just before I blacked out.

What became clear throughout those bewildering weeks in Headington Hospital was that any challenge to William Goodwin’s identity would be met with a rage, accompanied by threats to jump from high windows or bell towers.

Goodwin refused to see more than one visitor at a time, insisting dark powers were engaged in some conspiracy to deceive him. Often he accused us of being impostors or body doubles, villains trying to smear his academic reputation.

The doctors asked him where he was.

“Cockbayne College,” Goodwin replied. “In my room at the top of the spiral staircase.”

Who were the people around him?

“Quite the surliest, most disobedient gaggle of students I’ve ever had the misfortune to teach,” said Goodwin.

The doctors thought Goodwin a suicide risk—Ali had seemingly tried to kill himself, after all. Furthermore, he needed to be calm and focused on his rehab. He was not to be reminded of the incident that had resulted in his hospitalization, recollections of which might endanger his mental well-being.

But Gerry found it impossible to play along. A week after William’s genesis, he had me gather as many recent photos of Ali as possible, particularly from our first term. But the photos made William angry.

“Don’t try to pull the wool over my eyes,” he said, raising his voice. “These images are obviously counterfeits filled with devious doppelgängers.” Just as he threatened again to leap from the window, a nurse came in. The hospital staff warned Gerry he would be barred if he continued to defy them.

 
  

 The curious case of William Goodwin was assigned to a neurologist named Dr. Antonia McCracken, a slight woman with a mighty presence and some experience with cases like Ali’s. She traveled down from Edinburgh to offer her opinion.

“Superb,” said Gerry, “unleash the fuhkin McCracken!”

Dr. McCracken’s theory was that William Goodwin had been conjured up inside Ali’s head as a result of three steps. The accident had caused neurological damage. The neurological damage led to Ali suffering amnesia. And the amnesia contributed to the series of psychological disorders that followed.

She told us to imagine the brain as a peach in a sealed jar, the jar representing the skull. When Ali’s head struck the bridge, the peach rattled around in the jar and got bruised. This bruising, both on the surface and beneath it, represented neurons in Ali’s brain that were now either destroyed, causing memory gaps, or transmitting their information in altered ways. After this physical damage, the psychological effects kicked in. The holes in Ali’s memory were being filled in with false memories, something known as confabulation, according to Antonia. Ali’s brain was creating false memories in order to fill those gaps, his mind drawing from other parts of its database, such as Ali’s familiarity with his roommate, for example, and his favorite novels. “Identity is deeply intertwined with memory,” Dr. McCracken told us. “The change in Ali’s memory and his perceptions have also led to a change in his personality.”

“Even his fuhkin voice?” Gerry wondered.

“Yes,” Antonia replied. “I think it might be a rare condition called Foreign Accent Syndrome . . . the first I’ve come across personally.”

“When’s it going to pass, Doc?”

“That I can’t predict. While human brains have the capacity to fix themselves, it’s possible the damage to Ali’s brain could be permanent. Alternatively, his brain might heal over time but his confabulations and false memories persist. Furthermore,” she said, staring hard at Gerry, “confrontation is out of the question. Please understand. Ali’s false memories feel as real to him as anyone’s genuine memories. Ali knows, in a sense, that his memories are real, that his name is William Goodwin and he’s English. To challenge what he knows will only make him defensive and angry. Imagine, Mr. McCain, being told that you are actually an Austrian painter called Gustav.”

“Funnily enough,” Gerry replied, “I’ve taken some pretty wacky stuff that turned me a bit Gustav. There’s gotta be something mind-altering Ali can take, right?”

“I wish there were, Mr. McCain. But the brain is its own baffling universe, capable of both miracles and misalignments. The tools at our disposal are pretty crude, like trying to fix a racing car engine with whittled sticks. The best drugs right now are patience and kindness. But once we’ve carried out further assessments, who knows?”

Noticing a Jane Austen in my lap, Antonia asked if I was a keen reader and recommended a book to me, The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat. That night back at Cockbayne, I plunged into a world of strange-but-true medical tales.

The man from the book’s title had a condition called visual agnosia, an impairment that meant he struggled to recognize everyday objects. Eventually, the man had grabbed his wife, thinking she was his hat. In the same chapter I read about another man who’d been unconscious for three weeks after an accident and found himself unable to recognize his wife and children—or even himself in the mirror. This final detail made me sit up taller because, two days earlier, Gerry had smuggled a hand mirror into his son’s room. “Who do you see?” he’d demanded, flashing it at him. “Why, William Goodwin, naturally,” had been the withering response.

When I told Gerry about this clinical tale and some of the other strange stories in the book, he stared into space.

“I witnessed something weird one time. Ten years ago, when I was hanging out with Aerosmith.”

“As one does,” I said.

“We had the radio on, and the DJ’s playing ‘You See Me Crying.’ Great fuhkin song.”

“Not sure I know it,” I said.

“Midseventies Aerosmith,” said Gerry, looking offended. He launched into a few bars, leaving me none the wiser. “Point is, I was staring at Steven Tyler listening and he’s bang into it, right? Suddenly he pipes up, hey, guys, we should do a cover of this song, what do you think? And Joe Perry . . . guitarist, kid . . . Joe sizes up Stevie like he’s lost his fuhkin marbles and says, that’s us, fuckhead!”

“You’re saying he forgot he’d written his own song?”

“Yeah.” Gerry sighed. “Unbelievable. So if something like that can happen to a normal person . . .”

“Normal? Really? Couldn’t Steven’s lapse have been down to . . . let’s say, the rock and roll lifestyle?”

“Maybe, kid. Thing is, when Ali didn’t recognize his own mum, it got me thinking about Stevie, not even recognizing the thing he’d created.”

“Although Ali’s case is the other way round. He didn’t recognize the one who’d created him.”

“Yeah,” said Gerry, wiping his jaw. “Anyway, what do you make of Doctor McCracken? Any chance she’s a McQuacken?”

“Antonia seems very clear-minded,” I said.

“You reckon I should just give in, then? Welcome his lordship William Goodwin into my heart?”

“I think if you keep trying to browbeat him into submission, as Antonia warned us, you risk losing him forever.”

Gerry looked long and hard into the distance again. “Fuck it!” he said, throwing his hands to his face.

 
  

 Day by day, the world William was spinning gathered more detail. He assured us he’d concluded his studies at Cockbayne and earned a PhD analyzing the works of Vladimir Nabokov. Many of the university’s colleges were desperate for his services. But upon leaving Cockbayne, he planned to take time off in order to enjoy the peripatetic pleasures of an eighteenth-century gentleman. What on earth did that mean? Why, a Grand Tour, of course.

William supposed he’d begin his Grand Tour in Normandy, before staying a while in Paris. After that, he’d head to Dijon, Lyon and Geneva . . . and eventually Venice, to pay his respects to his dead family.

The itinerary sounded familiar. And then I recalled these were the places Ali had visited with T-bone. Furthermore, he’d retained his love for English literature, his PhD topic. All of this meant there had to be some trace of Ali living inside the figment of William Goodwin.

After Venice, Goodwin continued, he might give Tangier a shot. One has always wanted to live in Tangier. Then on to Algiers and Tunis, naturally.

At first, the addition of three North African cities to a European Grand Tour felt confusing. Then I remembered Ali telling me, months earlier, it was a shame he hadn’t spent any real time in Venice, because he’d loved the interlude in Brideshead Revisited when Sebastian and Charles stayed in Lord Marchmain’s Venetian palazzo. Back in college, I dug out my Brideshead and flicked through its pages. The North African cities Goodwin had mentioned were the final three cities the increasingly sick Sebastian Flyte had visited.

William Goodwin was a true patchwork quilt of confabulation. He revealed his middle name to be Aloysius, the name of Sebastian’s teddy bear in Brideshead. He also claimed to be related to the ninth Duke of Flete, William Wynne-Goode’s first cousin once removed and Lady Orpington-Brice’s father, that he had spent some time traveling with the fifth Baron of Hoick, T-bone, and would sometimes insist that his deceased father was called Lord Marchmain.

When Goodwin’s physical recovery was complete, Gerry tried to convince him to live for a while in Buckley Hall. William was horrified. “Not only do I find it vile that a common blues thief owns a national treasure, I’ve also heard the hall is a hotbed of witchcraft! I’d rather leap from a tower than be poisoned by your sorceress wife.”

Goodwin eventually worked himself up into such a lather, making further threats of self-harm, that Gerry relented. If William wanted to take a Grand Tour, he’d find a way to make it happen.

Dolly and I protested. Surely this surrender to William’s demands represented Gerry’s second abandonment of his son. But Gerry had a plan.

First, however, he had to officialize William Goodwin’s existence.

Apparently, The Pale Fires’ drummer knew someone who knew someone. And soon enough, an authentic-looking passport had been created—William Aloysius Goodwin, United Kingdom citizen. Gerry’s manager had several useful acquaintances in the criminal underworld. And before long, various records were falsified—including Goodwin’s academic achievements—and more documents obtained. Gerry’s final act was the opening of a William Goodwin bank account, which he filled handsomely.

And then, his cunning plan.

In Brideshead Revisited, the emaciated aristocrat Sebastian Flyte takes up with a German companion called Kurt, a man who shot his own foot to escape the military. Although Sebastian was a hopeless case, Kurt was worse—a sponger, a criminal type, a man with a foot forever riddled with pus.

The vile Kurt was the cunning plan’s inspiration.

Gerry McCain hired someone to play companion to Goodwin. The man he found was a former British army paratrooper with a serviceable fake German accent. The ex-para introduced himself to Goodwin in a Parisian café, even putting on Kurt’s lisp. The plan worked for a while. Gerry received frequent reports about his son, along with assurances he would be kept safe from harm. But what Gerry never received—the only thing he hoped to hear whenever Kurt telephoned—was news that Ali had escaped from his Goodwin cocoon.

All of this led Gerry to suffer from a peculiar form of grief. The son with whom he’d only recently reconnected was still alive. And yet, he had lost him.

It took William Goodwin and Kurt a year to make it to Tunis, where they stayed several months, until Goodwin grew restless and traveled to Mexico, just as Charles Ryder in Brideshead had done. After traveling south through Central and Latin America, Goodwin spun around and flew north to New York City. But instead of returning to England—his ocean liner tickets had been bought—somewhere amid the maze of European oils in New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art, Goodwin gave Kurt the slip.

For a long time we had no idea where Goodwin was and Gerry spent a lot of money uncovering nothing. By now it was 1999, the internet in its youth. As the digital world grew ever more rapacious, we feared something terrible must have happened, our daily searches for William Aloysius Goodwin yielding nothing but false leads.

My own searches became weekly, then monthly. But in the autumn of 2013, tapping disconsolately at my keyboard, something revelatory flashed up. There he was, William A. Goodwin listed under Faculty, English Department, at a liberal arts college in upstate New York. Whoever Gerry’s manager had paid to falsify Goodwin’s degrees and academic achievements must have done a perfectly decent job.

And so Goodwin had kept himself alive—even prospered to a certain degree.

A week later, Gerry and Dolly met in New York City before heading north to Huntingham College, both wearing sunglasses, Gerry with his sweatshirt hood pulled up, Dolly in a broad sun hat.

They took a tour led by one of Huntingham’s students and then strolled the campus grounds, eventually spotting their son, a now fully realized William Aloysius Goodwin. He was limping along the riverbank, cane in hand, every inch the eccentric Englishman abroad, carrying a briefcase and mumbling to himself.

What more was there to do? William Goodwin had found what he needed in life. What harm is there in living a lie, if the lie brings contentment? And yet, Gerry’s grief remained undimmed.

He returned to England and wrote a large check to Huntingham. And then Gerry made an uneasy peace with the fact he would have no further relationship with his son, the boy who crossed an ocean to find his father one Shakespearean storm-filled afternoon.

I learned about the Huntingham trip when Gerry came to see me. We met at the White Hart, a pub in my village with a beautifully twee thatched roof. The telling of the tale took some time—the pub’s patrons kept butting in, asking Gel to pose for photographs. It was a night that will live on forever in village legend.

After that, I didn’t talk to Gerry McCain for several years. Not until the day Ali’s diary fell open.

May Day, this year, twelve weeks ago.

 
  

 Had any of us suspected William Wynne-Goode’s involvement in Ali’s leap from the battlements? I hadn’t. Gerry claimed to have thought Wynne-Goode a right fuhkin wrong’un and his malign influence had briefly crossed his mind.

I’d always considered myself the most malign influence when it came to Ali’s near-fatal leap. Because what were the last words I screamed at him?

I hate you, Ali. I hate you and I hope that you die.

But now the words I keep coming back to, taken from Ali’s diary, are—

One learns how to command by learning how to obey!

Words spoken by William Wynne-Goode just before he gave Ali a series of orders, trials of fortitude, certain endeavors in order to establish strength of character. Now Ali’s strange behavior in the weeks before May Day made more sense. Little by little he was being turned into a puppet, his strings being pulled by his roommate.

Did a place for Ali in the rabbit club even exist?

After reading the diary, Gerry and I had our suspicions regarding William Wynne-Goode. But we had no proof. If Ali’s decision to jump was not his and his alone, there were probably only two people who knew precisely what had happened on the roof of Cockbayne Bell Tower. One of them was Alistair McCain, a memory buried somewhere inside the shell of William Goodwin. The other was William Wynne-Goode.

On a tartan picnic blanket, the day before The Pale Fires concert and Ali’s awakening, I said the following to William Goodwin regarding what had happened on that tower—

“I suspect there are two people who know exactly what happened.”

“Are you claiming,” he roared, “as one supposes you are, that I am one of those people?”

I hoped my answer would work like a key, something to unlock the prison door Ali had lived behind for twenty-four years.

“One of those people, yes. Or, in a strange sort of sense, both of them.”

“What a thoroughly ludicrous response,” Professor Goodwin yelled. He struggled to his feet and paused for a moment, looking like he was teetering on some kind of brink. And then, with a shake of his head, off William stormed.

 
  

 After talking to Gerry on May Day, 2019, he emailed me a copy of Ali’s diary, which I read several times over the next twenty-four hours. On the phone, Gerry had invited me to Oxfordshire the next day to discuss our conclusions and for me to fill him in on events after Ali’s diary came to an abrupt end.

Gerry’s driver, an entertaining man named Hurley, picked me up and delivered me to the front door of Buckley Hall. I was hastily ushered into the cinema room I’d just read about. After I sat down, Gerry got straight to the point. “Thanks for coming, Emma. Now, tell me everything you know about my son’s haunted prick of a roommate.”

In Gerry’s mind, William Wynne-Goode’s malign influence was indisputable.

“That shit he pulled,” Gerry snarled, “having my own son disown me in front of everyone, on his birthday. Someone like that’s capable of anything. Have you seen him on the telly? Cold streak of piss!”

In 1995, early in his second year, William Wynne-Goode fulfilled his dream of being elected President of the Oxford Union. He became a minor celebrity around town, famous to some for his awfulness or to others for his humorous comments and put-downs in the debating chamber.

After college, William worked at De Beaune’s for several years and then a right-wing think tank. In 2010, father of five children, he stood as the Conservative candidate for Henley, the constituency in which his family’s estate, Herring Hall, is located. William won by a landslide and has since made a name for himself as a distinctive member of parliament. He remains aloof, verbose and wears charcoal pinstripe suits, an orator who enjoys Latin and Greek flourishes. And although always old before his time, William Wynne-Goode, MP, has been aging in dog years since entering the House of Commons. At forty-three, he has the air of the oldest thing in parliament, a chamber that holds a seventeenth-century ceremonial mace.

“One learns how to command by learning how to obey!” said Gerry. “That line sent fuhkin shivers down my spine. I’m telling you, Emma, that haunted prick’s fingerprints are all over this.”

While I wasn’t quite as convinced as Gerry of William’s guilt, I did want to win back my erstwhile friend. But how might we go about achieving Ali’s awakening?

Gerry’s first idea was to mail the diary to Professor William Goodwin.

“He reads his own words,” said Gerry, “and bingo, the lightbulb turns on.”

I had a different idea.

The plan I came up with, a scheme that involved me writing a tale called Black Milk, is one that confirms my unshakable belief in the power of stories.

From the Bible through the Odyssey, all the way up to 1984 and beyond, stories have always shaped the minds of mankind. A powerful tale can build nations, create heroes, topple tyrants. The vivid narrative can breathe life into other universes. The best tales possess the power to push you deep inside another person’s mind. And maybe, in Ali’s case, lift you back out again.

In the pages of Black Milk, I shone a light on Alistair McCain’s days in Oxford. By bringing Ali back in fiction, perhaps I could achieve the same in the real world. I had to get the story right. I was praying for nothing less than a resurrection.

The whole story was an appeal to a lost boy, a tale intended to penetrate the darkness. Remember!

Remember who you are. Remember what happened. Remember who’s responsible.

 
  

 I spent hours talking to Gerry about everything he could remember. I begged my own memory as well, pleading for every detail of my life and Ali’s at Cockbayne. But I knew I had to speak with two other people as well.

I got in touch with Victor first. We spoke on the telephone before I sent him a facsimile of Ali’s diary. It took Victor less than a day to digest the whole thing. He invited me to visit him in Glasgow.

I’d heard his name occasionally on the news, Victor Campbell, politician, Member of the Scottish Parliament. When the Scottish Labour party was in power from 1999, Victor, their youngest elected MSP and star speaker, was talked about as a future First Minister of Scotland. I picture him leading his nation one day, beautiful words pouring out of his mouth and stirring his countrymen to great heights. This was the first thing I said to him when we met over bhajis and curry in an Indian restaurant in Victor’s Glasgow constituency, Maryhill & Springburn.

His response? A single word. “Pish!”

We discussed Ali for hours, Victor unaware of his Goodwin transformation after the accident. We also discussed William Wynne-Goode.

Victor couldn’t speak about the second William without shaking his head slowly and bitterly, the two of them very much at opposite ends of the political spectrum.

So it wasn’t difficult to enlist Victor’s help with my plan. Not only does he retain affection for Ali—whom he remembers with great clarity—he told me if William Wynne-Goode had anything to do with Ali’s accident, Victor hopes he burns brightly, for eternity, in hell’s fiercest fuckn fire.

I then posed the question I’d been avoiding. I asked Victor why he vanished so suddenly from Cockbayne.

“Ach, Oxford was never my kind of place,” he said.

The way Victor’s lips tightened, however, I knew there was something more. I gave him a quiet look, a waiting look. He took lengthy gulps of lager. Still I said nothing.

“Okay,” said Victor. “You’ve got eyes like fuckn thumbscrews, Emma.”

Victor stared off to the side for some time.

“See, I was thinking of quitting anyway—that was even before Belsky part one. Then something quickly made up my mind. Let’s just call that Belsky part two. Sorry I never said goodbye, Emma. To Ali, especially. Even more now I know what happened. Ach, I feel dead bad. I should’ve fuckn said something. But I just ran away.”

There’s a passage in Black Milk that recounts Belsky’s taunting of Ali, his Americanness, Victor leaping to Ali’s defense. I wrote this passage both from Ali’s diary and additional details provided by Victor. But Victor explained something more that I didn’t include. Part one of his story was what happened in Belsky’s room after Ali left.

After another long hesitation, he launched into the tale.

Apparently, Anton Belsky began by expressing an admiration for Victor’s sterling advocacy on behalf of your tutorial partner. The American boy looks up to you, Victor. You possess an unusual set of abilities, young man. What if I told you, between you and me, that Cockbayne is not my sole master, that I am also employed by a more exclusive organization? Let’s just say it’s an organization that seeks gentlemen—and even ladies, on occasion—who possess a collection of useful talents. Victor, I’d like you to do something for me. Let’s not call it a test. How about—a game? What I’m suggesting is a further display of your skills. Charisma cannot be taught or trained. Magnetism is modern witchcraft, manipulation one of its spellbinding benefits. You’re probably perfectly unaware of this but you stand on the threshold of a glittering career. There are valuable acts you could perform for your nation, services for which you’d be handsomely rewarded. Money, of course. But even better yet, the intense, almost unimaginable pleasure that stems from wielding unchecked power. Consider this your tap on the shoulder, a life-changing moment for someone from humble means, the opportunity to mingle with the highest of the upper echelons. I’m sure you’ve heard of the Saracens. I happen to be able to obtain a golden ticket, permitting the holder entry into this fantastical wonderland. This is where you’ll begin to seize control of your life. From there, the only way is up. Now, I see I have your attention and you’ve half proven yourself already—the degree to which the young American looks up to you after a few short weeks is astonishing. I ask only that you complete the task. Join the hunt, Victor. You might enjoy exploring a magical and secretive realm with me as your guide and captain. Do I have your agreement in principle?

Victor’s response was short and to the point.

“No fuckn way,” he said. And he walked out of the room.

Victor drained his drink upon finishing the tale and waved for a refill.

“And what about part two?” I asked.

“Aye, that was the best day of my life,” Victor chuckled. “Part two made my mind up, easy-peasy. Because I’d had enough of Belsky’s pish, I skipped his next tutorial. Next thing I know, there’s a hammering on my door. Who do you think it is but the wee man himself! There’s something dead wrong with the guy, Emma. The fury in his eyes, it was un-fuckn-natural. So Belsky’s pure raging at me, how he’s not a man to be trifled with, there are worse things in life than rustication and sending down. And by the way, I saw in Ali’s diary that was the story when they moved someone new in my room. Fuck’s sake, I wasn’t rusticated, Emma. I walked out of that place, nobody’s choice but my own, head held high. Anyway, Belsky’s yelling and it’s like he can’t even see me, he’s glaring into the white heat of his rage. I waited for him to reach a crescendo, closed the door on the pompous fuck and got back in bed. Slept another hour, packed my stuff, coach station. I was back in Scotland before midnight and applied to Glasgow University the next day.”

But despite his bravado, Victor was shaken by both events. To this day he’s unsure whether Dr. Belsky really does have connections to mysterious organizations, beyond the Saracens, or whether he’s nothing but a wee manipulative psychopath.

What’s true is that our demonic tutor, the Beast of Belsky, has risen spectacularly through academia’s ranks. Five years ago, aged forty-nine, Dr. Anton Belsky became Master of Grace Chapel College, the youngest in it’s five-hundred-year history.

We finished our meal and Victor leaned back, fully sated. “Can I interest you in a whiskey? All this talk about ghosts of Oxford past has left me needing a stiff drink.”

I didn’t reply but sat up taller in my seat.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’ve just had another idea. Ghosts of Oxford past. Listen, Victor, could you take some time off in a few months?”

“Maybe,” said Victor. “What are you thinking?”

“A trip to America.”

“I’ve got three teenage boys,” Victor chuckled. “Give me half an excuse, I’ll swim there tomorrow.”

Before we left, the waiter leaned over and whispered to Victor that the meal was on the house. Apparently, Victor had saved the place from closure when he somehow convinced the building’s owner not to jack up his tenant’s rent so exorbitantly.

But Victor demanded the bill. And he insisted on paying for me. Apparently, I was a guest and if I didn’t put my credit card away right the hell now he would get pure fuckn angry.

 
  

 Two days later, I spoke to Izzy—thespian, celebrity, grande dame. In the nation’s consciousness, Isabelle Oldman is widely beloved. How many best-actress awards has she collected? How many acres of newsprint? Her marriages, several, have been colorful. She never cracked the American market, although apparently she’s signed up as the scheming queen in a show with a huge international following.

The first man she wed was a nobody. That lasted three months. Next, she married the actor who played Hamlet to her Ophelia. Ali would have loved the production. That marriage’s lifespan was lengthier. Fifteen weeks. Next up, the man who directed her West End performance in A Streetcar Named Desire, the longest marriage in her portfolio. Two whole years. After that, Izzy went through her writer period, dating several of them in quick succession. Six messy divorces later, Izzy vowed she was done with the whole marriage scam. She’s stayed true to her word, although she’s constantly linked in the tabloids—with fellow actors, sometimes, but mostly with stagehands.

Isabelle Oldman is my personal hero.

We met for cocktails near London’s Sloane Square. My son, twenty-five years Izzy’s junior, had blushingly asked for her autograph. We got that out of the way first.

After swapping some biographical updates—I learned nothing I didn’t already know about the celebrity opposite me—I explained my plan to resurrect Ali through literature. Izzy was startled but thrilled by the idea. I asked if she would fly to America in order to play herself.

“Ah, the role of Isabelle Oldman has long been my greatest bête noire!”

Izzy quickly agreed. As we left, she whispered to me, “Literary intervention is the most beautiful, romantic thing I could imagine.”

 
  

 Everything was ready. Gerry sent the chapters of Black Milk to his son. To reinforce the fact that our tale wasn’t a story, it was the truth, every now and then the ghosts of Oxford past bumped into William Goodwin. A tricky element of the plan, Goodwin sometimes failing to leave his room for days on end.

On July 24, 2019, I reacquainted myself with William Goodwin. Ali’s transformation was shocking. In the intervening years, his features had conformed to the role he was playing. I suppose the daily shaping of English vowels and consonants, requiring small but unfamiliar muscular movements, must have altered the contours of his face. He had taken on a faint air of William Wynne-Goode.

And then from my spot on the tartan picnic blanket, I handed Black Milk’s final Oxford chapter to Professor Goodwin, several hours before The Pale Fires performed the closing concert of their American tour.

Black Milk was the obvious choice for a closing number, just as Black Milk had been the obvious title for our tale, a song about Gerry’s drink-fueled abandonment of his son. Gerry explained that Ali had worked out every hidden meaning in the song’s lyrics and put them to him breathlessly on the day they watched King Lear together.

That part of the tale remained unwritten, however. Why? Because I wanted Goodwin and Ali to fill in the blanks. I wanted them to remember! The hope was that if he completed the memory himself, Ali might remember himself.

Every line was a baited hook. It was Ali’s own memory that had to reel him back to the surface.

 
  

 The day of the concert arrived. I walked onstage with Izzy and Victor. We pointed our fingers at Ali while Gerry spoke the prearranged words. This is for my son, Ali, Alistair, wherever he might be.

Dolly was waiting in the wings when we walked offstage, fanning her face with a beautifully manicured hand. “Oh boy,” she whistled, “me backstage at a Pale Fires concert? That’s how this whole crazy story got started!”

And then Dolly joined Izzy, Victor and me on a tartan picnic blanket spread outside Rockefeller Hall. We drank Chateau Peyraguey beneath the stars, sitting on Huntingham’s Great Lawn, waiting to learn the outcome of the dinner, our final shot.

Talking of shots, we weren’t greatly encouraged to hear the sound of a gunshot coming from inside the hall. Soon, a stream of panicked academics came tumbling from the entrance. We jumped up and headed as fast as we could into the dining room door. I could see overturned chairs and a fireplace with a mirror over its mantelpiece. And what did I see reflected in that mirror?

The happiest scene I’ll ever witness. Father and son. Hugging.

 
  

 We left Gerry and Dolly to welcome their son back to the world, not wanting to overwhelm Ali. He remained in a delicate condition for weeks after his recovery.

The ghosts of Oxford past were booked on different flights, so Izzy, Victor and myself said farewell in the bar of Manhattan’s Algonquin Hotel.

“When shall we three meet again?” said Izzy.

“In thunder, lightning or in rain?” I responded.

Which, appropriately enough, left the final words to be spoken by the Scotsman among us.

“When the hurley-burley’s done,” said Victor, “when the battle’s lost and won.”

 
  

 The story’s strange magic had worked. Ali McCain had awoken. Therefore, no matter how many more tales I write in my lifetime, nothing will come close to Black Milk.

What other powers does a story possess? Can a story set the world straight? Can it undo a history of crimes and wrongdoings? Can a story bring about justice?

I suppose we shall see. Where the tale goes next is up to two bastard peas from the same pod. Gerry and Alistair McCain.
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 In July last year, when Professor Goodwin opened a package and read two words on a title page, Black Milk, he felt me stir inside. Do sit still, comrade! William commanded.

But this time, I refused to obey.

Who am I?

I am comrade, I am reborn, the bastard son of a bastard son.

Or, to both steal and adapt a line from Vladimir Nabokov—

I was the shadow of Ali McCain.

 
  

 To this day I don’t recall my time in a coma or the several months after waking up in Headington Hospital. William Aloysius Goodwin, for all his faults, was vital to my recovery. For many years, Goodwin was my protective shell, my buffer from an uncomfortable truth. In the months leading up to May Day, I’d been turning into a ghost. And William Goodwin, a figment of my imagination, saved me from having to face the ugly memory.

After Guy’s suicide, I was consumed by guilt. Because who else was responsible for his death? The crime was mine alone. Shame pummeled me every day—it stripped me of my self-worth. I fell further and further under the spell of William Wynne-Goode.

By the time May Day came around, my roommate had me trained.

One learns how to command by learning how to obey.

Whenever William issued his orders, I played along, each act of obedience tearing away another strip of personality. In some strange way, it almost didn’t matter whether the act of obedience was exposing Izzy, renouncing my father or something less destructive, such as the various eccentricities William commanded me to implement. Each act, large or small, took another chunk from me. I was being psychologically whittled down, until finally I was nothing more than a shell, a hollow creature ready to do anything. You might wonder why a soldier would run into a hail of bullets. I believe I understand. Your sense of self, your very own autonomy, can be stolen from you one piece at a time.

When I was caught misbehaving as a kid, I’d often respond with the common childhood excuse—that someone or everyone else was doing the same thing. The guy I generally blamed was Brett Eastwood, a vague friend, a high school ringleader. Brett was the first boy among us to smoke cigarettes and then pot, the first to claim certain sexual base-running victories.

So if Brett Eastwood told you to jump off a cliff, was my mom’s response, would you jump off a cliff?

Obviously not. Who in their right mind would jump off a cliff if someone told them to?

I wasn’t anywhere near my right mind that first morning of May, 1995. I wouldn’t be in my right mind for some time.

It’s hard to explain the workings of the brain—maybe especially one’s own. The only choice is to resort to metaphors and similes, even though such imagery is incredibly blunt compared to the mysterious nature of the mind. Therefore, if I speak about doing battle with William Goodwin, it’s not exactly the truth. But this is the only language available to me, making sense of what took place in my head over the space of twenty-four years.

I was a prisoner and William Goodwin my jailer. He acted as if his control of me was benign, chiding me in a friendly patrician voice. Comrade, calm yourself, shush yourself, do sit still, simmer down . . . And for a long time, I remained happily locked up, with no thoughts of escape and no desire to be rescued.

Because myself and William Goodwin were addicted to the same drug. We were hooked on amnesia. If William Goodwin couldn’t remember exactly what happened up on that rooftop then neither would I.

 
  

 Every chapter of Emma’s tale gave me strength. Page by page, as the gaps in the story got filled, my amnesia ebbed away. The truth began to overwhelm Professor Goodwin, to break him down. By the time my father played Black Milk on the Great Lawn of Huntingham College, Emma’s tale was complete and William had become the shell. Leaving the dinner table that night, it was me, Alistair McCain, whose reflection William saw in the bathroom mirror. His final vain act was to shoot the looking glass, shattering its reflected memory. But he couldn’t shoot my father, our father, Gerry McCain. Because finally, shadow no more, my voice had won out.

So yes, Professor Goodwin was my jailer. But he was also my savior, a vital part of my misfiring mind.

And now I shall speak to him one final time—

Thank you, William Aloysius Goodwin. Thank you for protecting me, for nourishing me, for keeping me alive. And finally, thank you for setting me free.

 
  

 The opening line of Emma’s Black Milk reads as follows—

The last time Ali would ever touch down in England it was implausibly sunny and Kurt Cobain had been dead for six months.

I wanted to preserve the truth of Emma’s words. So when I flew back to England, I did so under the guise of my pseudonym. It was William Aloysius Goodwin’s passport I flashed at JFK Airport and William’s passport I held open for Her Majesty’s Government at Heathrow. Why not bring my alter ego full circle, a return to his homeland?

I resigned from Huntingham College as William Goodwin. The voice still comes easily to me.

Perhaps after that I should have lain Goodwin gently to rest.

I was aware, however, that William Aloysius Goodwin might prove useful to me at some point in the future.

 
  

 When we reached cruising altitude, I kicked off my shoes and reclined my seat to horizontal. It was three days before Christmas, five months after I’d finally fought back to the surface. Having spent much of my time in LA with Dolly and Marty, I would be spending the holidays with Gerry. Arantxa was flying to Brazil, also for a family Christmas. Perhaps we passed midair and I could have waved forgivingly at her.

Gerry bear-hugged me upon arrival, seventy-four years old and still with the powerful grip of a grizzly.

“I’ve given up every vice for that woman,” he said in the back of the limousine. “Groupies, drugs, shooting squirrels—even indoor fireworks. I said, Arantxa, babes, you gotta give me the sauce. I’m now ninety-nine percent eunuch, love. And that’s okay, as long as I’m tanked up half the time.”

Gerry and I had three and a half days together in Buckley Hall before my London appointment. We shot some pool, watched King Lear, quoting lines to each other, drank champagne and bourbon. And because Gerry’s staff was away for the holidays, we ate a lot of bad supermarket sandwiches, Gerry’s fridge full of them.

But on Christmas Day, Gerry had promised to make dinner.

“There are three things I know how to cook, Ali. Christmas turkey, spuds and the twelve bar blues.”

“There’s nothing green on our plates?” I asked. Dolly had me eating healthy to aid my recovery.

“Like what?”

“Peas, cabbage, spinach?”

Gerry seemed confused. And then his face brightened. “I might have some crème de menthe in the cupboard.”

So that was our Christmas dinner. Turkey and roasted potatoes, washed down with shots of green liqueur.

 
  

 Two days later, I headed to London.

We pulled up on the Strand, outside a cream-painted Regency building. Gerry hung back in the limousine as I stepped out in a navy moleskin suit.

I entered into a breathtaking atrium containing the largest Christmas tree I’d ever seen, nearly touching the glass ceiling. It must have been wrapped in ten thousand lights, white and winking at me as I sauntered to the front desk.

A woman led me to the elevator and up to an elegant office.

T-bone was waiting to greet me.

His hair had thinned, the sides shaved short, a babyish fuzz on top. His eyes were familiar and ageless but his face resembled a mask representing a certain entrenchment of worldview.

“Alistair, goodness.” T-bone’s handshake was firm but friendly. “How many years has it been?”

“Nearly twenty-six. Let’s just call it a quarter century.”

T-bone chuckled. His teeth had been worked on. “You look quite different, if you don’t mind me saying. I want to say—more English, if that doesn’t sound rather silly.”

“Perhaps you’re right. My life has taken several interesting turns.”

“Well, it’s excellent to see you again. And please say it’s not too early for scotch!” T-bone’s eyebrows sent the woman who’d ridden the elevator with me in the direction of a gold bar cart.

“Your banking house, your rules.”

“Make it two, Louise,” he said over his shoulder.

“It’s fantastic to see you, T-bone.”

My words were met with silence. T-bone and Louise both turned their heads fractionally.

“Good Lord, I haven’t heard that blasted silly name for years! Louise, you’re sworn to secrecy,” he laughed.

“Right, sorry . . . Thomas!”

“No, I won’t have it,” said T-bone. “Let’s pretend we’re still eighteen years old.”

“Then call me Ali.”

“But of course, Ali,” said T-bone. “Shall we sit? We have so much to catch up on.”

We crossed the room to a pair of tapestry armchairs patterned with flowers and peacocks.

“Ice?” said T-bone.

“However you’re taking it.”

“No ice, Louise,” said T-bone. “And it’s the season, after all, so a festive pour.”

We made small talk—where I was staying, the fine office decor, T-bone’s commuting schedule. Louise handed us our drinks and swiftly vanished.

“Chin chin,” said T-bone, raising his glass.

The scotch tasted like nothing I’d drunk, so smooth it glided over the tongue and slid down the throat. Was the fineness of the whiskey supposed to be an elegant distraction?

“You know why I’m here,” I said.

“I’m afraid I don’t,” said T-bone.

“But you heard about my accident years ago!”

“I did, yes. Dreadful business. What on earth happened? I assumed it was a drinking game gone horribly wrong.”

“Something like that.” I nodded. And although I desperately wanted to confront T-bone with the shocking truth, it would have been a diversion. I needed to stay on the path toward getting what I wanted.

“It’s inexcusable on my part,” said T-bone. “I completely failed to keep up with your recovery.”

“Did you know I’d recovered? Or even whether I’d lived?”

“I was certainly aware you didn’t die on the day,” said T-bone. “But I’m afraid I lost track. Unforgivable. Any lasting repercussions?”

“I wasn’t myself for a while.” I forced a smile, despite feeling an involuntary tensing of my muscles.

“How awful,” said T-bone. “Look, tell me everything. It’s so good we have this chance to catch up. Although a quarter century is far too long. And the blame lies squarely at my door.”

“Don’t worry, T-bone. Let’s just call it a lot of water under the bridge!”

T-bone paused until he detected the amused glint in my eye. “Cracking good line! At least you can joke about it now.”

“Right, I’m in stitches.” I pushed back my hair so that T-bone could see the white scar running over my scalp.

“Ouchie!” said T-bone, taking a nervous sip of scotch.

“There’s something I keep thinking about. Perhaps if you’d been at the May Day Ball, the whole thing might never have happened.” I lifted my hand reassuringly before continuing. “Obviously I’m not blaming you. It’s just strange thinking how the smallest differences in life can lead to earth-shattering consequences.”

“What a terrible thought. But you’re entirely correct. Wings of butterflies and so on.”

“Why couldn’t you make it?”

“What’s that?”

“You were meant to attend the ball, T-bone. You dropped out last minute.”

“Right.” T-bone frowned. “You know, Ali, I truly don’t remember what kept me away.”

I sipped my scotch. “William told us you had a meeting in Geneva.”

“That must’ve been it.”

“Are you still in the rabbit club?”

T-bone seemed surprised by the pivot. “Well, obviously, yes. But look, if you’re asking . . .”

“What sort of dares did you have to perform in order to secure your spot?”

T-bone looked genuinely nonplussed. “Dares? What on earth are you talking about, Ali?”

I tried to hide my resultant sense of unease. Because although I had long suspected that William’s tests of character were part of a procedure unique to me, hearing the truth confirmed was profoundly unsettling.

“No,” T-bone continued, “with a few notable exceptions, being accepted into the rabbit club, and then rising through the ranks, was largely down to one’s families, fortunes and fathers.”

“Yes, I heard a story about your father at Oxford.” I tried to steady myself, needing to stay the course. “Do you still see your fellow Saracens?”

T-bone frowned. “Look, Ali, I went to school with a lot of those chaps. It’s not unnatural or remotely suspicious when old friends stay in touch.”

“You never liked them, though. Didn’t you tell me as much?”

“Did I? Ugh, how tedious. Let’s blame it on youthful zeal. I think I believed myself something of a rebel back then.”

“But you’re not a rebel now?”

T-bone’s eyes cast around his office, its antique rugs, blazing fireplace and gold bar cart. “That would be quite an act of self-deception, no?”

I waited a few seconds before my next question, staring into the fireplace, faintly nostalgic for T-bone’s youthful rebelliousness. “Did William tell you not to come to the ball?”

His eyes flickered hesitantly, as if he was mulling over several different responses. And then, perhaps sensing the guilt conveyed by his pause, he looked down at his lap.

“You’re going to set something up for me,” I stated, firmly. “A meeting with William Wynne-Goode. Just the two of us.”

“You know he married Bob, right?” said T-bone, looking off to one side. “His own first cousin once removed, Lady Orpington-Brice.”

“I only found out recently. That must have been a shock, right?”

T-bone’s gaze returned to me. There was something about his demeanor I didn’t like, a trace of amusement, as if he were looking at a boy of eighteen, a naive American.

“They have five children. I’m actually godfather to his third, Humbertus. Good lad, I think. At Oxford now. Grace Chapel, my old stomping ground. I sometimes wish I’d stayed the course. But oh well, duty called.”

“T-bone, you know who my father is, right? Gerry McCain. He’s one of your customers.”

“Really?” said T-bone. “Gosh, I had no idea.”

“He speaks highly of De Beaune’s. He actually talked his bandmates into moving money there, along with a lot of other famous musicians.”

“It’s negligent of me not to realize,” said T-bone. “I’ll make certain he’s on our New Year’s Eve party guest list. Probably already is, actually. There’s a team that takes care of VIP matters. But never fear. I’ll look into it.”

“He’s thinking of pulling out all his money. And it’d be rude not to mention this to his famous pals. My father said he’d feel terrible if a certain rumor turned out to be true, especially what with him being the person who convinced everyone to join De Beaune’s.”

“What rumor is that?” said T-bone, wearily.

“Something to do with gold. And a number of artistic assets acquired during the Second World War—from a dubious source.”

“I’m pretty damn sure no such rumor exists.” T-bone smiled.

“No, not yet anyway.”

T-bone started to laugh. And again, I got the same sense of him looking down on the naive foreigner.

“Tell your father to have at it. I think you’ll find De Beaune’s knows how to look after itself. What do you think we are, a savings club?”

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat.

“Settle down now,” said T-bone, “and don’t get hot under the collar. As it happens, Willy’s not been especially good at looking out for his friends recently. And why shouldn’t I want to facilitate the reunion of former roommates? Anything particular you have in mind?”

“I’m just going to speak to William in a language he understands,” I said. “Can I ask you one more thing, T-bone? Why did you want me to join the Saracens?”

“Because I liked you.”

I paid careful attention to the response, T-bone’s body language. But his answer seemed like an honest one. Pulling a small card from my pocket, I leaned over and placed it on the arm of his chair.

“This is when and where William will meet me,” I said. “There’s a phone number, also, for you to call, T-bone. Leave a message confirming our mutual friend’s agreement.”

“Who should I say he’s meeting?”

“A Mr. Goodwin.”

“And what does Mr. Goodwin do?”

“Anything that will pique William’s curiosity. I’m sure you understand what makes you and yours tick, T-bone. You always did, right?”

 
  

 From De Beaune’s HQ we drove east, the city’s finery turning increasingly workmanlike, cramped streets filled with brick homes and fast-food frontages.

Gerry asked how the conversation had gone. “Splendidly,” I responded, in my best English accent.

The limousine pulled up behind a long, low building, in an alleyway beside stacks of empty beer crates. Gerry led us inside, past silver beer kegs and piles of broken-down boxes. At the end of the corridor, he pulled a heavy drape to one side and I stepped into a large hall.

The space was full of snooker tables. Only one other person was there. I could see him in profile, holding his cue, studying variously colored balls on a green-clothed table.

“Blue ball, cennah pocket,” he said.

I looked at the table, the path from cue ball to blue ball blocked by a cluster of reds. The man shuffled forward, jacked up his elbow and jabbed down at the cue ball. It slid away, swerved violently and punched the blue ball into the center pocket.

“You fuhkin set that up!” said Gerry.

The man spun around, pointing his cue. “Nah fuhkin dint,” he said. “Even if I did, you puh the balls back an see if you can fuhkin do ih, cowson!”

“Nah, it’s cushty, yah fuhkin cheat,” said Gerry. Stepping forward, he threw his arms around the man, the two of them hugging so tight they teetered from side to side.

“Now say ello to my son,” said Gerry. “And don’t forget what your name is.”

The man had on a white shirt tucked into black pants. He wiped his fingers on the shirt, leaving it streaked with green chalk and stepped forward to shake my hand. “Pleased to meet you, Ali,” he said. “I’m Edmund Gloucester.”

“Right,” I smiled, “of course you are.”

“D’you wanna tell me what it means?” he replied. “Gel told me that’s the alias I have to use whenever I’m around you. Seems to think it’s funny as fuck.”

“Edmund from King Lear,” I said. “Bastard son of the Duke of Gloucester.”

“Great,” said Edmund. “Son of nobility. That’s me to a fuhkin tee.”

 
  

 For a long time, I didn’t remember what had happened on the bell tower rooftop. But sometimes I’d wake with a start and a fragment would fall into place. Or during the daytime, my eyes might lose focus and another scrap drifted back to me. Slowly, the truth piled up, day by day, piece by piece.

When at last it became whole, I kept my story from everyone but Gerry.

 
  

 Izzy, oh, Izzy, I love you so much.

This is where Emma’s time with me ended, her hands beating my arms and chest.

I hate you, Ali. I hate you and I hope that you die.

And then she was gone.

I stayed beneath that oak tree awhile, my head in my hands, feeling a stunned sense of self-loathing. When I headed back to the pavilion, Emma was gone. But I found William, who spotted my distress and handed me a bottle of warm champagne.

I drank it down, the whole thing. The world became fuzzy after that and I was no longer myself.

At some point I was in a car with William and Sam-Sam. There was a pill in my hand. I remember squinting at it, my eyes making out nothing but a shifting of blurred lines and swirling bands of color. I ate the pill. Maybe Sam-Sam was driving. Was he weaving back and forth or was that my mind? I vaguely recall stumbling through a crowd, tripping on the sidewalk, my head striking the ground, the hollow ring of pain. An open door led to a steep staircase. William helped me up the swimming steps to a small anteroom, then outside. Suddenly I was staring at the sun, wind in my hair, as I staggered toward a stone parapet.

I was happy. This was my final challenge, to jump into the River Cherwell. A simple task. The velvet curtain was about to be drawn. And finally, I would be invited inside, to a place where everyone felt like they belonged.

I must have been sitting down because William helped me to my feet. And then he started to speak, the stirring words of his oratory filling my ears.

Show the world, Alistair, you are a bright and brash young thing, a raucous gentleman in rude health on this most English of mornings, capable of the outrageous, the heroic, acts of wondrous audacity. Your blood runs with the red of the St. George’s Cross, the crimson life force of this sceptered isle, this earth of majesty. And therefore, if you wish to leap from this bridge, you will damn well leap from this bridge, for it is your birthright as an Englishman, a Grey Hare, a gentleman in the fullest flush of youth . . .

I felt curiously strange. I was a hundred feet tall. I was six inches small. I was standing on the edge of a rabbit hole, the entrance to my own private wonderland. When I looked down, the water was still, a mirror reflecting the beauty of a dawning new world.

I was indeed a bright and brash young thing, a raucous gentleman in rude health. As the sun rose in the sky, I too would ascend. Today I would become a Grey Hare. This was the first step on the dizzying spiral staircase, my first step toward a better life, a rich land awaiting me.

And then, my final act of obedience.

I heard the heavy rushing of air.

My shoulder struck something and I felt a wave of white heat eclipsing my skull.

I passed through the looking glass.

And everything went black.

 
  

 I am sitting on the bed in a hotel room, tapping out my portion of the tale, only one scene left to write.

We left to travel here on the morning of New Year’s Eve, a little over two weeks ago, in a Jaguar convertible gifted to me by my father. Early birthday present, bastard! Our first stop was Normandy, then Paris, Dijon, Lyon . . . The trip took thirteen days but our time sped quickly by. We had so much to catch up on.

And now Emma has emerged from the bathroom with wet blond hair, wearing a fluffy white dressing gown. She tilts her head at me.

“I’ll be done in an hour,” I say.

Today we are planning to explore the other islands of the Venetian Lagoon.

 
  

 At four o’clock, a buzzer buzzed and I opened the front door.

“Mr Goodwin,” my visitor said, glancing up at my baseball cap. “How marvelous to make your acquaintance, sir. I hear from a friend you’re a gentleman worth meeting. But you have me at a disadvantage. The only thing Thomas would tell me, other than your surname, is that you’re a man of wealth and taste.”

I hadn’t seen William Wynne-Goode for twenty-six years, only photos, videos of him delivering speeches in parliament. Everything he wore, every word he spoke, projected grandiloquence. And no doubt he’d been trying to achieve this effect since he was seven years old. The image William had been tirelessly asserting for nearly four decades was one of spotlessness, grace and refined intelligence.

Standing in a hallway, about to welcome him into my father’s London home, I felt a momentary pang of sorrow for William. He was here because of Thomas de Beaune, who’d been nothing more than a small boy when the two of them met at school. Ever since then, William had been looking up to T-bone, the future fifth Baron of Hoick. But T-bone was an average human being, one blessed by the good fortune of having been born into immense wealth and privilege. Yes, William Wynne-Goode was here because his boyhood friend had, in effect, said to him, Willy, would you like to meet a man with even more money than me?

Where was William’s spotlessness now? Where would his grace be in two hours’ time?

Edmund Gloucester was climbing back into the car that picked William up thirty minutes earlier. He turned to look at me, nodded and drove away.

“Welcome to my home, Mr. Wynne-Goode,” I said. “May I call you William?”

“Oh, you’re American. I suppose the sporty headwear was a clue, splendid. Yes, William will do very nicely.”

“I hope your trip was comfortable,” I said. “My driver had strict instructions.”

“Delightful, thank you,” said William. “The rear heated seats were a welcome indulgence. Now, tell me, how should I address you? Goodwin is all I have to go on.”

“I promise to tell you my actual name soon, William. Call me Bill for now. Sorry for all the secrecy and security surrounding our meeting.”

“Not at all. If the owner of De Beaune’s considers you a gentleman of impressive means, I understand the need for certain measures.”

“Follow me,” I said, turning to walk down the hallway.

Gerry’s London home is just one rich slice of an opulent street, a road fringed with black railings and tall, trim hedges, behind which almost no one lives for more than a dozen days of the year, a haven for the world’s wealthiest and most corrupt.

In the quiet hours of late afternoon, there’d been no one to see William arrive.

I led him to the living room. We’d stripped away the photographs Arantxa had displayed on both her expensive credenza and the room’s peacock-green walls.

“I had the staff prepare something,” I said, pointing to plates of crustless sandwiches and petit fours. “They left forty minutes ago. We’re free to speak privately.”

“Delightful spread.” William took the seat across a glass coffee table from me. He crossed one of his long legs over the other. “Am I permitted to ask, Bill, what it is you do in the world?”

“As little as possible,” I replied. “There’s a line in King Lear—nothing will come of nothing. That’s not my experience, William. Some people enjoy networking. I prefer not working.”

“A gentleman of leisure.” William smiled. “How admirable. Some of our finest political thinkers have been blessed with the freedom such independence bestows.”

“Serving your country is way more admirable. I don’t pretend to understand what the Minister for the Cabinet Office does. But our mutual friend tells me you’re an important guy, tipped for the top.”

William waved off the compliment. “I am a mere functionary. My role is to serve our noble Prime Minister as best I can.”

“Apparently,” I leaned forward, “you’re one of the youngest men ever to hold the post.”

“The young-est, actually.” William closed his eyes momentarily, as if to say, nothing but good fortune.

“Wow, you must have friends in high places.”

He seemed mildly amused by the line. “Perhaps, Bill, but at this juncture I should probably mention I’m here very much in my personal capacity, not as a government representative.”

“Of course. I’m actually only interested in your personal capacity, William.”

“Then we quite understand each other. So, what might I be able to do for you?”

I turned my hands over, holding them open. “Nothing.”

William laced his fingers and leaned back in his chair. “I’m not sure I quite understand.”

“I’m not sure I quite understand,” I replied, summoning up the voice of Professor Goodwin.

“Gosh,” said William, unflustered. “I must admit, that’s a remarkably fine impersonation.”

“Gosh,” I said. “I must admit, that’s a remarkably fine impersonation.”

William now looked slightly unsettled. He cleared his throat before speaking again. “Well, this is jolly good fun but shouldn’t we press ahead with the agenda?”

“Well, this is jolly good fun.” I stared so hard into William’s eyes I could feel his mind racing.

He lowered his chin and looked away.

“Show the world, Alistair,” I continued as Goodwin, “you are a bright and brash young thing, a raucous gentleman in rude health on this most English of mornings . . .”

William Wynne-Goode looked back at me, touching the knot of his tie. “Bill, while this has been a perfectly pleasant introduction . . .”

I cut in again.

“Your blood runs with the red of the St. George’s Cross, the crimson life force of this sceptered isle, this earth of majesty.”

“I really must be going now.” William coughed, beginning to rise.

Next, I adopted the role of Edmund Gloucester, similar to my father’s voice but with considerably more ominous force. “Sit fuhkin dahn,” I barked.

William Wynne-Goode obeyed, reaching for the inside pocket of his suit jacket. Finding nothing there, a look of mild distress spread over him.

“You once told me you had no time for cell phones,” I said, speaking normally again. “Surely you prefer the fountain pen, the old-fashioned telephone. Maybe even pigeon post.”

“Ah, yes,” said William. “I recall your driver offering to lay my jacket on the front seat, so I could enjoy that wonderful heated upholstery.”

“As I mentioned, I gave him strict instructions.”

“Well,” said William, trying to force a smile, “I’m glad you’ve stopped this silly parlor game of copycats.”

I removed my cap to the coffee table and pushed back my hair, so that William Wynne-Goode, Minister for the Cabinet Office, could see the white scar running across my scalp.

“Who am I?” I said.

William looked down.

“Who am I, Will-i-am?”

“Look . . . the thing is . . . none of it was anything like my idea.”

“Whose idea was it?”

“I really didn’t imagine you would actually . . .”

“Whose idea was it?” I said, louder this time.

William looked up at me, his bottom lip protruding, almost quivering. “Alistair, please, I tried to catch hold of you. I didn’t for one second believe you would actually jump from . . . I honestly became very fond of you. I was looking forward to welcoming you to the rabbit club. I was even going to present you with your Grey Hare top hat. Everything was arranged, I promise.”

I knew this was a lie. There was never a spot for me in the rabbit club. But that isn’t what mattered to me right then. “Who’s. Idea. Was it?”

“It was a terribly foolish stunt, a youthful blunder I’ve regretted ever since. And therefore please allow me to say, mea culpa, Alistair, mea maxima culpa.”

I growled my response, words filled with a dangerous fury.

“Say. His. Name.”

And then I witnessed the moment, as if a bomb had exploded behind his eyes, when William guessed what I was half-minded to do with him.

“It was Dr. Anton Belsky’s idea.” He gripped his perfect tie knot and loosened it, a knot I’d never seen anywhere other than at the apex between William’s shirt collars.

I glared and waited.

“I was duped.” William’s eyelids fluttered. “I was played for a foolish child, while nothing more than a fresh-faced eighteen-year-old.”

The line made me laugh. “Fresh-faced, maybe,” I said. “But eighteen? No, William, you always behaved like a much older gentleman.”

“That may be true. However, it’s also true that someone took advantage of me, my ambition—even my dreams, I’m afraid to say.”

“And that someone is known as White Rabbit.”

“Ah, so you’re aware of that.”

I waved my hand as if the information was trivial.

Now William undid the top button of his shirt, gasping as if finally able to breathe again. Did he truly imagine a full confession might save him? “You know,” he said, “I rather suspect Dr. Belsky killed Peter Starling in order to claim that particular throne.”

“He told you this?”

William took a deep breath in, a long breath out. I could see the tale rising up in him. “To begin with,” he said in a low voice, “Dr. Belsky only admitted to placing a certain blood-stained envelope in your pigeonhole. This admission came the day after your . . . your accident. I was thoroughly shocked and afraid and remorseful about what happened to you. So I sought his counsel. Expecting him to feel as sickened as myself, I was rather surprised to find him . . . at first, I thought he was drunk. But then I realized, no, that wasn’t it. Dr. Belsky was triumphal. He was giddy with glee. And in this oddly ecstatic stupor, he began to babble excitedly. It’s the only time I’ve seen him loose-lipped.

“He’d arranged to meet Peter Starling at Grace Chapel, the night of his death, apparently to discuss the latest intake of Grey Hares—who should be permitted entry and who should be cast aside. But before the sifting began, Starling mentioned having met you. I wonder if perhaps the two men, leader and deputy of the Saracens, were somehow competitive with each other. Starling claimed to have offered you a spot at Grace Chapel to study history with him as your mentor. Did that genuinely transpire?”

I blinked yes. I never would have abandoned my studies at Cockbayne. But what does that matter?

“Well, in that case, I imagine the offer irritated Dr. Belsky. Perhaps Peter Starling enjoyed poking his younger colleague. Anyway, a bitter argument ensued, at the end of which Peter pushed Dr. Belsky from his room, following him onto the landing to wave an envelope in his face. Starling stated his intention to make you his pet project and added that he was going to mail your Saracens invitation immediately. At this point in his tale, Belsky giggled at quite some length before continuing. What a clumsy old boy, so many steps. Fly, Starling, fly. Such perfect irony. I was enraged that Starling intended to take the American away from me. And yet, I saw in an instant how the invitation might deliver him to my very clutches.”

There was nothing William could say that would have shocked me. And yet, somewhere deep inside I felt a younger Ali, a gentler creature, recoil in horror.

“I might add,” William went on, “that up until May Day, I found our newly crowned White Rabbit to be an endlessly charming fellow. But the very next day, he revealed this malevolent streak to me. Although I say streak when perhaps the better word might be soul.” William paused to take in the chandelier hanging from the high ceiling. “Dr. Belsky seems eminently capable of flipping between charming and venomous with casual ease. And he appears to possess the fortitude to perform terrible acts without a flicker of conscience. Also, rather unfortunately, there’s an additional threat. Anton has in his possession evidence of my role in the disagreeable mishaps of May Day. There exist certain tapes, recordings in which Dr. Belsky’s voice has been meticulously removed.”

“What sorts of things did the two of you discuss?”

William’s head dropped and this time around, his expression of shame felt sincere. “How one might go about manipulating you,” he said. “It was presented to me as a game, Alistair, one I should play in order to establish myself as worthy of his future sponsorship. Which, admittedly, he has granted me. Many of the ideas for challenges came from Dr. Belsky himself—not that any of this is apparent from the tape recordings, naturally. He also chuckled about helping to soften you up. Anton said he would lull you into a false sense of security. Apparently, for some time in your tutorials he played . . . I believe the American term is good cop. At a later date, as I understand it, he pulled the rug from beneath you and reintroduced bad cop.”

This confirmed everything I’d come to believe over the past six months, both before my reemergence, while reading Emma’s tale, and afterward. Hearing the truth spoken out loud made me feel strangely lighter. I sighed, almost with pleasure, and settled back in my chair.

William matched my pause, his eyes fixed to a spot on the floorboards.

“So now you’re at the mercy of Dr. Belsky,” I said.

“Indeed.” William nodded gloomily. “One of dozens, perhaps. I believe Anton Belsky sees me as a toy, his plaything.”

“And what does he want from you?”

“That’s the odd thing. Nothing especially grand. Minor favors, thus far. I’m sure that I might prove useful to him at a later date. But I rather think, for the most part, Dr. Belsky simply enjoys being in possession of strings he can pull. He clearly relishes having power over people he considers beneath him.”

“Which presumably is everyone.”

“Quite possibly.”

From the very first day I walked into his room, has some part of me known the truth about the Beast of Belsky? I am finding it hard to separate the Ali I read about with the Ali I once used to be.

I studied William’s expression, his eyes cast down and blinking. Other than a patch of razor burn reddening the left side of his chin, his face was colorless. He rubbed at his wedding ring and swallowed.

“There’s something more?” I said.

William met my gaze weakly. “Do you happen to know a gentleman named Charlie Rochester?”

I gave no answer but felt my eyes go wide and my body stiffening.

“Ah, in that case . . .” William whispered. “Please, Alistair, do excuse me if I move somewhat tentatively through this next portion of the tale. Dr. Belsky was at quite his giddiest when he spoke about Charlie, whom he described as an ancient friend and his bitterest rival. Anyway, I believe the two of them met at Fenchurch, a dozen years or more before I graced those hallowed halls, and continued their friendship, or rivalry, throughout their time at Oxford and beyond. It seems they’ve long been locked in some kind of diabolical contest. Belsky was muttering something about the game, the great game, the only game that matters. At some point he stated, obviously the Saracens are just a wheel within a larger wheel. You’d be a fool to believe anything else. Anyway, I got the sense that perhaps Charlie steered you in the direction of Cockbayne. Would that be correct?”

I nodded, all lightness gone from me, my body barely taking in breath.

“Yes, that’s the impression I got. And it certainly makes sense of something else Dr. Belsky said to me in his giddiest moment. The American child was an offering, a pawn, a challenge. Now look, I can’t promise I have the next piece word for word but Dr. Belsky stated something like the following. I was not to touch a hair on the boy’s head. That’s always been the challenge, you see. I had to bring about his downfall without physically intervening. And what a downfall. Even Charlie had to admit that literalism was an inspired touch. Très elegante, he wrote me back.” William tugged at his shirt collar as if it had tightened again. “And that, I promise you, Alistair, is everything I know. It would seem you were not the only pawn in some horrific game. Because in some sense, regrettably, so was I.”

I remained motionless, refusing to betray the fury building inside me, a new world being shaped behind my rib cage, a world in which I would shred their velvet curtain and burn down all their schools. No, I wouldn’t stop until I had dismantled their towers and torn up their playing fields, my plow blades dripping with blood.

But William could sense none of this. “Thank you.” I smiled at him.

His tale told, William sat cowering in his chair, drained of his grace, maybe even his spirit. Did I feel any more pangs of sorrow for my co-tormentor? Did his confession change anything?

Pushing down on the arms of my chair, I jumped to my feet. “Follow me into the garden, William,” I commanded.

Opening the back door, I stepped outside. The garden’s trees were strung with fairy lights, all of them glowing faintly in the not-quite dark. I stopped and pointed to a spot on the grass. “Stand there.”

Blinking once, William obeyed.

A moment later, Edmund Gloucester stepped out from behind a yew tree, holding an Eden & Cromwell top hat fashioned from gray felt, its silk hatband the same color. He handed it to William Wynne-Goode.

“Now you can finish our game,” I grinned.

William turned the top hat, finding the proper alignment and looked back at me. “Of course,” he said, falteringly. “Nothing would make me happier.” His voice caught in his throat as he lifted the top hat. “Alistair McCain, it is my immense pleasure to crown you a Grey Hare.”

He placed the hat on my head. “Once a Saracen, always a Saracen. Semper fidelis. I pledge eternal loyalty to you, my rabbit brother.” And with that, William bowed at me, a sharp nodding motion.

“Very well. Having finished what you started, William, you’re free to go.”

He hesitated, as if ascertaining whether his earlier fears were unfounded and this was really all he’d been summoned for. “Well, thank you, Alistair,” he said, turning toward the house.

“No, not that way. My driver will take you.”

William looked over his shoulder.

“The car’s parked out back,” said Edmund Gloucester, jabbing a thumb.

“But there’s absolutely no need. You’ve already been far too kind.”

“This way, sir,” said Edmund, an open hand indicating the way. “I’ve got your topcoat and phone. You’ll be wanting those back.”

“Don’t worry,” I said. “My driver has another set of instructions.”

William seemed to be assessing his options, his body shaking now. But it was the end of December, the cold air sharp as teeth.

Edmund took a deep, powerful breath, his chest rising and falling.

And then, reluctantly, William started to move, his fine pair of black leather derbies crunching down the gravel of the path.

Edmund followed him, two steps behind. “Can’t say I understood any of that Mad Hatter stuff,” he said to William Wynne-Goode.

“Alas, I’m sworn to secrecy,” said William.

“Yeah,” said Edmund. “Me too, as it goes.” And then he called back to me over his shoulder. “Which side of the mushroom will it be, Mr. McCain?”

This was the code we had agreed upon earlier.

It was clear from William’s leaden movements that his guesswork had returned to one of the possible outcomes, a violent end. But he certainly wouldn’t have guessed how such an end would come about. I had a fanciful notion that this story would both open and close with allusions to Kurt Cobain. That William Wynne-Goode would be found dead in his greenhouse with a shotgun at his feet and a suicide note in a flowerpot. Edmund Gloucester didn’t understand the bleak reference, had only scratched his head and said, Yeah, that’s easy enough. Whatever floats your boat, mate. And for the longest time, I thought that was the side of the mushroom I’d choose to feast upon, the one that makes us smaller.

“The side that makes us bigger, Edmund,” I called back.

Edmund’s shoulders slumped, as if he’d been looking forward to the alternative ending.

Was I still feeling a pang of sorrow for William?

Then it occurred to me that if we were letting him go, I should send our cabinet minister away with a message. “William,” I called out, “be sure to let Anton Belsky know what happened here today.”

I couldn’t detect whether William Wynne-Goode understood right away what this meant for his own safety. Had it been Belsky walking down the path, my coded message would have gone the other way.

Removing the hat from my head, I watched William’s departure. The gathering gloom had almost swallowed him now. The gate in the garden’s back wall opened and closed. An engine started up.

I thought about Anton Belsky, how I’d become part of some sinister game that I never wanted to play. He had turned me into a pawn. And yet, having advanced to the end, I was transformed. Now I could be anything—the head that wears the crown, the hand that wields the sword.

I looked at the darkening heavens, just enough light for me to make out a few apricot clouds floating in the charcoal sky. I sighed pleasantly, remembering how I’d felt coming out of a deep, dark hole.

The light is beautiful up here.

And I headed back into the house.

 
  *****
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