

    [image: ]

  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            
[image: ] 
            

         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         

         
            To all the

            Heroic teachers I’ve

            Ever met and the students who’ve been

            On the ball

         

         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            To-morrow, and to-morrow, and to-morrow,
 
            Creeps in this petty pace from day to day,
 
            To the last syllable of recorded time;
 
            And all our yesterdays have lighted fools
 
            The way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle!
 
            Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player,
 
            That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,
 
            And then is heard no more. It is a tale
 
            Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,
 
            Signifying nothing.
 
            
                

            
 
            Macbeth by William Shakespeare, Act 5, Scene 5
            
 
            
                

            
 
            The truth is rarely pure and never simple.
 
            
                

            
 
            The Importance of Being Earnest by Oscar Wilde.
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Hickory dickory dock
 
            The mouse ran up the clock
 
            The clock struck one
 
            The mouse ran down
 
            Hickory dickory dock

         
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
      
         
         
 
         
            20th July

         
 
         12.01am - Martin
 
         
            To: helen.hick@cityhealthtrust.gov.uk
            
 
            From: m.hick@gildaballacademy.co.uk
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Dear Helen,
            
 
            It feels weird writing this when you’re upstairs probably pretending to sleep and I’m sitting here at my desk, but it’s so hard saying the right words to your face.
            
 
            Helen, Helen, let’s not fight anymore. Let’s not…
            
 
            Do you remember how it was when we were young? Do you remember how in love we were, driving around Scotland in my Beetle, swimming in the sea at Uist, running about on those empty beaches, cooking fish in the sand dunes? Do you remember that time I swam out to sea and the seal’s head popped up next to me, and the seal and I looked at each other and I thought he was another human being, and he thought I was another seal and then both of us realised that we were different species and we screamed at each other, diving away? 
            
 
            Do you remember how fearless you were? How we kissed, your breasts pressed up against my chest?
            
 
            My head is full of the sunshine of that windy summer.
            
 
            I’m sorry, I just can’t do what you ask. The school needs me more than ever. I won’t end up like Jack. I’ll be fine. And we’ll be fine. 
            
 
            Let’s go to Scotland again when you get back from your conference this summer. Let’s leave the kids with your mum for a few days and head north. Let’s make things better. I love you, Helen. I adore you.
            
 
            I’m sorry for the things I said. You’re a good person and I love you.
            
 
            Please forgive me,
            
 
            
                

            
 
            I love you, Helen!
            
 
            Martin
            

         
 
         I click ‘Send’, switch off the computer and sit thinking for a moment. The lights of the city ripple over the ceiling, but everything else is shrouded in darkness. There’s no way I’m going to be able to sleep. 
         
 
         
12.05am - Béla

         
 
         
            
Top 5 things to do before I die
            
 
                 
               	Wear a disguise that will fool Ma.
     
               	Become a great detective. 
     
               	FIND OUT MY HEADTEACHER’S PASSWORD! 
               
     
               	Fuck a fair maiden, well, any maiden… 
     
               	Compose a concerto for harp, guitar and castanets. 
 
            
 
            
                

            
 
            “Béla!, Béla! You must come here now!”
 
            “Yes, Ma, I’ll be right there, I promise.”
 
            I am crouching over my old laptop. The password quivers in the tips of my fingers. I type it quickly: “Arsenal 1989”.
            
 
            Oh-My-God, I cannot begin to express the joy I feel when I see the screen change to white and the lozenge start to fill with blue.
            
 
            I’m in! Finally, after so much trying, I’ve done it!
 
            “Béla! I need you right now!” Ma’s voice is hoarse with impatience in the kitchen. In a minute, she’ll come into the room and haul me away from the screen by the ear.
            
 
            “Yes, Ma, I’m coming. I promise.”
 
            I stand up, transfixed by the unfurling screen. This email account is a personal one, a very personal one. My eyes widen. It’s full of emails to one Mrs Helen Hick.
            
 
            Fuck. Not what I expected at all.
 
            I open a thread. 

         
 
         
            Helen, I’d really like to talk to you about the autopsy. Just between you and me. Sam.
            

         
 
         Then an email dated a few days later:
         
 
         
            Helen, I had to say it. I am not going to apologise for my feelings. I had to. Sam.
            

         
 
          
         A day later:
         
 
         
            You are the only one I’ve thought of. You are. Let’s meet in Daquise, the Polish restaurant by the Royal Albert Hall. It’s well away from everyone and we can walk in Hyde Park afterwards. Looks like it’s going to be a nice evening. Sam x☺.
            

         
 
         Three days later:
         
 
         
            I love you. You give meaning to this nightmare. You do. I can carry on now that you’ve given me the right medicine. I love you! Sam xxx.
            

         
 
         One day later:
         
 
         
            You’ve made me the happiest man in the universe. Happy to have an examination any day. xxxx
            

         
 
         I open another:
         
 
         
            I need you to strangle me with your stethoscope.

         
 
         Another:
         
 
         
            Champers, M&S sarnies, usual place? I’ll text you.

         
 
         
            Although the earlier emails are comprehensible, the later ones confuse and alarm me. Why would my headteacher want Mrs Hick to give him an examination  – is he ill? I know Mrs Hick is a doctor but she’s a hospital doctor as far as I know – is Ndlova really her patient? And to be strangled by a stethoscope, that’s just random.
            
 
            Plus, what is “champers”? And what’s so great about M&S sarnies?
            
 
            It’s just weird, plain fucking weird that my old headteacher would be talking to her like that.
            
 
            “Béla János Pongrácz! This is an order, you must come now!” Ma screeches from the kitchen. I can hear her wheelchair scuffling over the carpet. I slam down the lid of the laptop and make my way towards the kitchen, my head full of sticks and sarnies and Mrs Hick.
            

         
 
         12.15am - Martin
 
         I head out of the house, trying my best to shut the front door quietly. But evidently not quietly enough because once I’m at the top of our street, I see my son, rushing towards me in his leather jacket and pyjama bottoms, shouting out in his broken voice: “Dad, Dad! Come back!”
         
 
         He reaches me quickly, emitting the pungent odour of marijuana smoke and anxiety.
         
 
         I hesitate for a moment, deciding whether I should snap – or smile. I decide upon the latter option.
         
 
         “Have you been smoking dope, Josh?” I ask.
 
         He sighs, flicks his long fringe out of his face and says: “Dad, where are you going?”
         
 
         I look down at his bare, hairy feet planted before  me on the littered pavement.
         
 
         “You didn’t answer my question. Have you been smoking?”
         
 
         “It doesn’t matter, Dad. It really doesn’t. What matters is where the fuck you’re going.”
         
 
         His pupils are pinpricks and his cheeks are sweaty. His leather jacket is covered in badges that are either angels or harps. He looks a real mess.
         
 
         “Josh, you’ve got no shoes on! There’s dog shit everywhere!”
         
 
         There’s a breeze blowing. Even though he’s sweating, he’s shivering; his flesh goose-pimples making the black hairs on his feet prickle as if they have a life of their own. He folds his arms. He says: “Dad, you mustn’t go. You mustn’t.”
         
 
         Ignoring the strong smell of dope, I put my arm around him and pull his bony frame into my belly. I feel the top of his shoulders poke into my ribcage, as I nuzzle his brown hair with my nose and whisper as calmly as I can: “Joshy, I’m not going anywhere. I’m just going for a walk.”
         
 
         “At midnight?”
 
         “I need some air.”
 
         “Dad, you can’t go. You can’t.” His upper row of teeth digs into his lower lip.
         
 
         “Josh, you have to go to bed now. You’ve got school tomorrow.”
         
 
         “So have you.”
 
         “Yes, but it’s different.”
 
         “Just come back home, Dad, please!” he insists. 
         
 
         I sigh but I don’t flip. I’m sober enough to know I’m drunk; I manage to enunciate my words slowly and clearly: “Josh, I’m not going to argue. You need to turn around and let me get some air.”
         
 
         “Dad, you’ve got to come back and say you’re sorry.”
 
         I tighten my hands into fists and bury them in the pockets of my chinos.
         
 
         “Josh, could you please just let me have a walk by myself?”
         
 
         “It’s not safe at this time, Dad.”
 
         “It’s not safe for you, walking in bare feet and stoned out of your head!”
         
 
         Before he can say any more, I take my boy in my arms and lift him up in much the same way I used to when he was younger. Although he’s tall and big and hairy now, he’s surprisingly light for a fifteen-year-old.
         
 
         “Upsy-daisy!” I exclaim.
 
         “Dad, let me down!” he says, kicking his feet a little.
         
 
         The advantage of having a large paunch is that I can rest a good part of him on my stomach.
         
 
         “Here we go!” I say, laughing.
 
         “Dad, you’ll break your back!” he says, but it’s clear he’s enjoying the ride.
         
 
         “No! I won’t because I am SUPER-DAD!”
 
         Josh laughs again. This time louder. The bristles on his chin tickle my cheek as I hoik him back to our house and plonk him down on the mat. The door to the house is still open. Although I’m out of breath, I walk off at a fair clip, leaving him there in the lighted threshold. 
         
 
         Ahead of me, I can see the lights of Hackney Road; girls in tiny black dresses and high heels are tottering towards the clubs; cab drivers are hovering around their bust-up cars, smoking; meaty arms are taking large knives to kebab-meat on the spit roast and slicing off the processed flesh.
         
 
         
12.30am - Béla

         
 
         
            “Ma, what is champers?”
 
            Ma twirls a cigarette in my direction and chortles a little. “Béla, it’s not time to break it open yet.”
            
 
            “Yes, but what is it?”
 
            “It’s Champagne, you ignoramus.”
 
            I bow my head in shame. I am sixteen – legally an adult – and yet I am very ignorant.
            
 
            “The boy is not living in a cultured environment,” my great-uncle says in his customary sarcastic way.
            
 
            “But why are we talking about champers, when you are not changed for your audition!” Ma barks before puffing again on her cigarette. “Why do you never listen?”
            
 
            “Is this a proper audition?” I gulp.
 
            Ma always holds “auditions” when there’s something important about to happen. Well, she calls them “auditions” because it makes her feel like a dreadfully prestigious impresario, but they are more like what Mr Hick would call “speaking and listening assessments”. My top “auditions” so far are:
            
 
            
                

            
 
                 
               	Playing an “English boy” on the night before we    moved to London for good from Budapest.
               
     
               	Reassuring her that I will get A*s in all my GCSEs.
     
               	Proving to her that I never threw that firework. 
 
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Tonight’s audition is perhaps one of the most important I’ve ever taken: I need to prove that I can help her with her disability benefit claim.
            
 
            “I’m on the case!” I say. I jump up and return to the bedroom.
            
 
            But once I’m there I can’t help getting distracted by my laptop. I glance at the emails again. Why would Mrs Hick talk to Mr Ndlova like that? Why? Are they having an affair? I find the whole thing so distracting that I’m just standing in the middle of the room staring at the computer rather than getting changed.
            
 
            Then I hear Ma’s wheelchair moving towards the bedroom. She’s going to check on me in a minute. I shut down the laptop and start rooting around my “disguises” drawer.
            
 
            I have to concentrate! I have to be on top form if I am going to pass one of Ma’s auditions. I replace my freshly pressed magenta corduroys with bum-revealing jeans, my polo-necked jumper with a faded Cheryl Cole T-shirt, and my Converses with a pair of plastic sandals. Then I drop my mobile, my MP3 player, my Oyster card and my wallet with all my fake ID cards into the huge pockets of the trousers. That’s one benefit of being a dork with big trouser pockets: you can fit all your gadgets and gizmos into them. I have to carry around a man-bag when I wear my magenta cords. 
            
 
            I mess up my hair and return to the kitchen.
 
            “Do you think I should spatter my clothes with bits of food?” I ask Ma.
            
 
            She pushes towards me in her wheelchair and says: “Right now, you must show us how your disguise will work – we can fine-tune the details in the morning. Let’s not mess with food now.”
            
 
            “But won’t it look more convincing if I’m encrusted with old food?” I suggest.
            
 
            My great-uncle, the Count, who is now sitting at the table in his purple dressing gown, drinking palinka and smiling, advises: “Old and odoriferous food detritus should greatly improve the effect.”
            
 
            Ma agrees. I dip a spoon into our huge pot of Magyar apricot jam and flick a dollop onto Cheryl Cole’s face. Then I smear it across her nose with the back of the spoon. To make things even more real, I press in a few Rice Krispies and Cornflakes. This I do without getting a single finger sticky; that’s how skilful I am at jam-spreading.
            
 
            I turn triumphantly to Ma and the Count and give them my best audition yet. I jut out my jaw and lips, hunch up my shoulders, let my arms dangle, fiddle stupidly with my fingers and make grunting noises through my nose.
            
 
            “I do feel the characterisation lacks, shall we say, a degree of subtlety?” the Count says.
            
 
            “I think it’s very convincing,” I protest.
 
            “Yes, but you look far too like a person imitating an imbecile rather than a real imbecile.”
            
 
            “I reckon anyone who didn’t know me would be convinced,” I say, looking in Ma’s direction.
            
 
            She muses for a moment. Then she puts up a finger. “Mmmn… I think I have it. Do what you are doing but speak Hungarian at the same time: that way we tell them you are an idiot and you’re struggling to speak English as well. That will be very good.”
            
 
            I repeat my performance, but this time add even more spice by yelling out random swear words in Hungarian.
            
 
            The Count shakes his head again. “The boy is a monstrous caricature! It needs to be toned down.”
            
 
            But his views don’t matter because Ma says: “Well done, Béla! This is excellent! Now let’s just run through the points again.”
            
 
            I stick out my tongue at the Count when Ma isn’t looking. He waves me away with his long, thin fingers.
            
 
            “I’m going to tell them that I’ve been kicked out from school because no one understood that I’m Special Needs,” I say.
            
 
            “But what happens when they learn from the school that you’re not Special Needs?” Ma says, still looking puzzled.
            
 
            “You tell them that the school didn’t diagnose me. It happens all the time. I mean, Jakaria is the stupidest person in the universe and he isn’t Special Needs,” I reply. I’m lying here, but how’s Ma going to find out?
            
 
            Ma harrumphs. “I suppose we could say you threw the firework because you’ve got some attention deficiency disorder or something.”
            
 
            “I didn’t throw the firework, Ma. I don’t think we should  bring the firework into it at all.”
            
 
            “And next I suppose you’re going to tell me you haven’t been excluded from school for ever?”
            
 
            “Ma,” I say mournfully. We’ve had this argument too many times.
            
 
            Ma blows a smoke ring from her wheelchair as she thinks about this. Then she says: “I’ll think about it.”
            
 
            “Do you think we should say more about my disabilities?” I ask.
            
 
            Ma shakes her head. “No, I think we should say you’ve Special Needs and can’t care for me. We must not exaggerate too much. It sounds bad as it is.”
            
 
            She climbs out of the wheelchair, grabs her fags from the table and returns to the chair, where she lights up. There is a moment of silence. She looks over the letter from the benefits office again, puffing smoke into the air.
            
 
            “So you don’t think they suspect anything?”
 
            “No, Ma. It’s a routine letter. They assess everyone who’s getting disability benefit, I’m sure.”
            
 
            Ma puts the letter down and then fiddles nervously with her fag packet. The Count drinks more of his palinka.
            
 
            “So when the doctor lifts my leg, the sciatica must get worse?” Ma asks.
            
 
            I repeat what we have been saying all evening. “If in doubt about anything, yell. Make noise. Show you are in the maximum amount of pain. They won’t want to touch you. The slightest movement should be agony.”
            
 
            “This is good. This is good. I think this will all be good,” Ma says.
            
 
            It’s great the way I can reassure her. 
            
 
            Then she gets up from the wheelchair and claps her hands together. “I think it is now time for us all to go to bed. After all, we mustn’t be late! We do need some discipline here if we’re going to be successful.”
            
 
            “Does that mean I’ve passed the audition?” I ask with a growing sense of hope.
            
 
            “I don’t know yet. I’ll make my decision in the morning.”
            
 
            Well, at least I’ve got a “recall”. This probably means I will get a starring role.
            
 
            Unfortunately, just at that moment, my mobile vibrates in the huge pockets of my trousers, massaging against my cards and wallet, making it look like I’ve got an animal wriggling around my groin.
            
 
            The Count gives me one of his worst Transylvanian stares. “Béla, my dear boy, what is going on in your trousers?” he asks in his most august Hungarian.
            
 
            “I’m sorry, Your Excellency. I thought I had it switched off.”
            
 
            “Béla, you know you must switch that off when we have an important family conference like this!” Ma admonishes me.
            
 
            “I didn’t expect anyone to call this late,” I say apologetically. I pull the offending object out of my pocket and see that Josh has called.
            
 
            Ma gives me a knowing look. “Béla, you are not going to be talking with that boy all night! You need your beauty sleep for tomorrow.”
            
 
            “My Special Needs sleep.”
 
            “Yes,” Ma says without amusement. She’s not a great  one for joking in moments of stress.
            
 
            I help the Count up from his chair and guide him to the bedroom we share. Although I don’t – thank fuck – have to help him go to the toilet, I do have to help him take off his dressing gown. This is chiefly because it makes him feel important and not because he can’t do it by himself. In his early life, before the Communists arrived in Hungary, he had his own butler.
            
 
            Once he’s in bed, I switch on Radio 3 for him. He can’t go to sleep otherwise. The noise of the sirens and the city outside drive him mad so he likes to block it all out with his precious classical music.
            
 
            My great-uncle has four main occupations:
 
            
                

            
 
                 
               	Drinking beetroot medicine and moaning about his “deteriorating health”.
               
     
               	Reading Thomas Hardy, Charles Dickens, George Eliot. “The reason why I came to this forlorn country Béla!”
               
     
               	Playing the piano: he is a composer and loves to play Bartók, Kodály and Debussy.
     
               	Listening to Radio 3. “The reason I stay in England!” 
 
            
 
            
                

            
 
            I used to mind the classical music, but now I’ve got so used to the music that I even secretly like it.
            
 
            “Oh lovely! It’s Schubert’s Winterreise! My favourite song cycle. And this, very appropriately, is ‘Gute Nacht’!” he expostulates.
            
 
            I switch off his light and sit on the edge of my bed, waiting in the darkness, listening to the song. 
            
 
            Yellow streetlight filters through the blinds and flickers over the old man’s closed eyelids. The palinka has sent the Count off to nod straight away. I listen for a moment to the song. My German is good enough (I’m predicted an A* in my GCSE) to understand quite a bit of it: it’s all about snowy roads and saying goodbye to your loved one. It would be good to have one of those.
            

         
 
         12.40am - Martin
 
         I am standing outside a block of flats near Old Street, thinking about whether to enter. C. is expecting me. It’s very late and I have an interview tomorrow. An important one. What am I doing here?
         
 
         At the top of the road, a few clubbers are drunkenly wending their way down the street.
         
 
         Oh, it’ll be all right! I won’t be long. Besides, it might relax me. I ascend the stairs, make my way along the concrete walkway and look at all the dark windows. Everyone else is asleep. Except for number 43. The lights are on.
         
 
         I hesitate. No. I can’t. There’s still a chance Helen and I will patch things up. We will. I will have sex with her again. I’ll sort everything out.
         
 
         I edge away, and then turn and run. My stomach joggles up and down as I puff along. Once I’m back on the street, a car races by, honking its horn, scaring me. I jump back from the kerb, feeling disturbed. My heart is racing. But I feel like I have done the right thing. I’ll go home and go to sleep. 
         
 
         There are a lot of people on Old Street, mostly much younger than me, scarcely a few years older than Josh if truth be told, probably students. They’re laughing and joking about, milling in and out of the kebab shops, the bus stops, the thresholds of various clubs and bars. Everything is very end-of-termish. Their terms probably finished months ago. Schools always go on much later than universities.
         
 
         Normally, I find their gregarious energy quite reassuring, but tonight it frightens me. The sudden guffaws pounce upon me, making me flinch as I pass by. When a boy in a long trench coat shrieks “You cunt!” at his mate, I jump away. It takes me a while to work out that he isn’t addressing me, but my nerves don’t really recover. Their ejaculations – this is what they feel like, great orgasms of sound – unnerve and awe me. I feel so desperately lonely. And old.
         
 
         Jack, I need you. I need to talk to you. How am I going to get my life back on track – make things right with Helen?
         
 
         I pass by the club, 333, the Shoreditch Electricity Showrooms, the derelict Courts of Justice, head under the East London Line bridge and dash across Kingsland Road, away from a troop of youths hanging about by the traffic lights, smoking, away from Browns, the strip joint, and cut through the graveyard of Shoreditch Church. I’ll be home quite soon. 
         
 
         
12.45am - Béla

         
 
         
            Once the Count is properly asleep, I fetch my laptop and three tangerines. I bite into the succulent segments, feeling the juices run down my throat as I look over the emails between Mr Ndlova and Mrs Hick again. All great detectives investigate things thoroughly. You see, I am, above all, a serious investigator, a great detective in the making. Like my dad was.
            

            As I scan through the emails, I think: Mr Ndlova sure doesn’t come across as the respectable headteacher of an academy with all his “fucking” this and that. Two phrases stick out: “I’m fucking sick of all the moaning teachers at this bloody place.” “Why do they always fucking blame me?”
            

            And Mrs Hick! Blimey! She’s supposed to be a top doctor, a consultant or something, but her language is even worse. She writes: “Don’t let the cunts grind you down, love and xxx Helen.”
            

            Still, for all their swearing and kissy-stuff, I don’t find anything in the emails that proves they’re bonking each other. As her husband, Mr Hick, my former English teacher, used to say: “Always find hard evidence to back up your assertions.”
            

            Still, I’m gathering quite a bit of circumstantial evidence. Ndlova does have form: he’s not known as “Loverman” for nothing. I’ve seen him chatting up the younger female teachers at school on a few occasions. 
            

            
Mr Loverman’s top 5 chat-up lines to female staff (as observed by DCI Pongrácz)
            

                 
               	“That was a wonderful learning objective you wrote   there.”
     
               	“Your displays are marvellous.”
     
               	“I wish I was a pupil in your class.” 
     
               	“You’re getting me all pumped up about Thomas Hardy now.”
     
               	“Your lessons are nang, as they would say in the street vernacular here.”
 
            

            
                

            

            I do a search for my name but I find nothing connected with me except one email to Mrs Hick – which is very brief.
            

            “Béla has to go. He threw the firework.”

            It all needs thinking about. Now that I have the password, I can think about it at my leisure in the coming days. I log off and meet Josh on Facebook chat. Josh is my best friend, but sometimes our relationship can be very awkward because his dad was my old English teacher, and he got me excluded from school. And now I know his mum is shagging Loverman.
            

         

         
            Me: Wot’s up?
            
 
            Josh: Cant u cum out?
            
 
            Me: Wot’s happened now?
            
 
            Josh: You have to get yr arse over here rite now!
            
 
            Me: U no I can’t
            
 
            Josh: Cant u sneak out?
            
 
            Me: Ma’s up, she’ll see
            
 
            Josh: U mong
            
 
            Me: Wot do u want to c me 4 anyways?
            
 
            Josh: I need u 2 help me find my dad
            
 
            Me: Ur Dad?
            
 
            Josh: He jst walked out
            
 
            Me: He did?
            

         

         
            I pause and eat another tangerine segment. I think: fuck, maybe he found out about his mum and Ndlova? Should I say anything? It all feels very awkward. I really want to tell Josh I’ve been reading their emails, but I know this would be a really bad idea.
            

         

         
            Josh: I think I no where he is
            
 
            Me: Where is he?
            
 
            Josh: It dont matter since u aint cuming out anyway.
            
 
            Me: How cum he walked out?
            
 
            Josh: Same ole shit
            

         

         
            Yes, all the rows that Mr and Mrs Hick are having are making sense to me now. Perhaps Josh deserves to know that his mum’s having an affair with his dad’s boss. I decide to change the subject instead.
            

         

         
            Me: Hey why don’t we take our band up to this harp symposium these holidays. I found it on the internet: http://www.harpsymposium.co. uk
            

         

         
            I’m always thinking of ways me and Josh could promote our band. He’s a great musician: he can play the  harp and guitar and keyboards and everything. I play guitar and I’m brilliant on the castanets, but my main role is motivational; I’m Simon Cowell to his Cheryl Cole, Keith Richards to his Mick Jagger, George Sand to his Frederic Chopin. I wait for a minute while Josh checks out the link.
            

         

         
            Josh: It looks really gay man. And it’s in Cardiff, and it’s tomorrow!
            
 
            Me: On Saturday
            
 
            Josh: Yeah, tomorrow in case u hadn’t noticed
            
 
            Me: It may be gay, but it will be a great place to showcase our new songs
            
 
            Josh: It’ll be really gay. We’ll get touched up by old men flashing their dicks at us
            
 
            Me: Don’t be stupid
            
 
            Josh: My parents wld never let me go anyway
            
 
            Me: There mite b girlz there with long flowing hair and big boobies playing the harp just wanting to suck our dicks
            
 
            Josh: In yer dreams
            
 
            Me: We won’t do it then
            
 
            Josh: U shld cum around n practise now then u mong
            

         

         
            Someone who didn’t know Josh would think he hated the whole harp symposium thing, but I can tell he’s interested. I’m good like that: I don’t get put off by people’s cruelty. Where there’s abuse, there’s also passion that can be turned to your advantage.
            

         

         
         

         
            Me: I can’t m8. But we’ll hook up tomorrow
            
 
            Josh: It dont matter
            
 
            Me: I’m sorry but I’ve got 2 get up early tomorrow n go to the clinic. I gotta sleep now
            
 
            Josh: Wot’s the matter?
            
 
            Me: Mum’s not very well
            
 
            Josh: Im sorry m8
            
 
            Me: Yeah, weve got 2 c the dr
            
 
            Josh: Wot about?
            

         

         
            I hesitate for a moment. Josh is my best mate in the whole world, but I know I can’t tell him the truth about a few things. Besides, I’d quite like his sympathy.
            

         

         
            Me: She mite have cancer
            
 
            Josh: Fuck man thats shit m8
            
 
            Me: Yeah. It’s real shit. It cld b lung cancer. All the smoking
            
 
            Josh: My mum’s a dr. She mite b able to help u. She nos how to get the best treatment for things
            
 
            Me: Have u got her mobile no?
            
 
            Josh: Ill txt it 2 u
            
 
            Me: U r a real m8
            
 
            Josh: Hey, maybe u wanna play COD?
            
 
            Me: Ive got to go m8
            

         

         
            I’m determined not to let Josh drag me into yet another Call of Duty all-nighter. And I have willpower, real willpower. I will go to sleep.
            

         
 
         
         
 
         2am - Martin
 
         Mercifully, no one seems to be up when I let myself in. Standing in the tidy hallway, with the streetlight filtering through the fanlight, I look at the family photographs hanging on the wall and smell the clean, fresh smell of the house. Everything around me feels so neat and tidy – but I don’t. I feel grimy and guilty and tired. But, at least, I’ll sleep.
         
 
         
3am - Béla

         
 
         
            The great thing about having a long, pointy nose is that you can use it as an extra finger when you’re simultaneously playing COD, tweeting and having a Facebook chat with your mate. I stab my nozzle down on the “Enter” button in order to retweet a link to a great-looking “Babes and Harps” website I found via Twitter while sharing some whacko FB photos with Josh.
            
 
            But there can be problems when your fringe gets caught between the screen and the keyboard and you lift your head up and it feels like your hair is being pulled out by the roots and you yelp and the bloody computer springs out of your lap and onto the floor.
            
 
            When I pick up the laptop again, I see the accident has opened a new Twitter page: Countess Feckula’s – whoever that is. It’s a tweeter I’ve never stumbled upon before. I must have clicked through from Jakaria’s page. The top tweet screams at me as I crane closer to the screen:
            

         
 
         
         
 
         
            It’s the last day of term, the last day of Martin Hick’s term on earth. (1.03am)
            

         
 
         There’s a link to an image on another tweet which says:
         
 
         
            This is what is going to happen to Hick.

         
 
         
            Fuck.
 
            It’s a photoshopped pic of Hicky’s head on top of the Terminator’s muscly chest, and a great bullet wound in his breast, leaking blood.
            
 
            Jesus fucking shite.
 
            Even though I know it might upset him I stop playing COD, and chuck the offending tweet Joshy’s way. He has a right to know this shit.
            
 
            We resume our Facebook chat.

         
 
         
            Me: U cn this?
            
 
            Josh: Who the fuck is Countess Feckula?
            
 
            Me: No idea
            
 
            Josh: Its bad man. BAD. Its been fucking retweeted x 150! The whole fucking year group have got hold of it…
            
 
            Me: Do u fink they mean it?
            
 
            Josh: I dont no
            
 
            Me: This is the weirdest fing Ive cn in ages. Who could it be?
            
 
            Josh: Ur mum’s a countess, ain’t she?
            
 
            Me: Wot’s that got 2 do with it?
            
 
            Josh: Just saying…
            
 
            Me: You saying my mum is Feckula?! U IS MAD!
            
 
            Josh: Just saying that’s all. Keep ur wig on
            
 
            Me: It mite b Jakaria. I found the link on his page
            
 
            Josh: Hes too thick
            
 
            Me: It mite b…
            

         
 
         
            I get up from the laptop and run my fingers through my sticky fringe. All great detectives check every angle. Even dumb angles.
            
 
            Emergencies like this bring out the best in me. I am, above all, a serious investigator.
            
 
            Grabbing my magnifying glass and torch, I leave the cramped bedroom, go to the kitchen, fetch the biggest, shiniest spoon in the drawer and examine Ma’s shut bedroom door. I know she’s awake because I can smell fresh ciggie smoke.
            
 
            So I dig the spoon into the carpet underneath her door, hunker down low, shine the torch on the spoon at an acute angle and then look at it through the magnifying glass. The spoon catches the light in her bedroom and with the magnifying glass I can magnify the reflection and work out what’s going on there. Or not.
            
 
            All I can see is a shadow sitting on a chair at a desk. The shine of a computer screen shimmering on a shadow.
            
 
            I lie on the floor for a minute and think: Ma deserves her privacy.
            
 
            I return to Facebook but see Joshy’s logged off. So I text him: “No way its my mum itz got 2 b Jackaria or Mercy or one of them lot…”
            
 
            But he doesn’t reply. 
            
 
            I have to go to sleep: it’s so late that it’s almost time to get up.
            
 
            But just before I log off, I check Countess Feckula’s Twitter stream and see a new tweet with another image attached: it’s been retweeted by Jakaria.
            

         
 
         
            Wanna know wot Béla Pongyboy jerks off to in his spare time? Here’s a pic I found on his USB.
            

         
 
         
            Even though I don’t want to see it, I click on the link.
 
            Oh lordy, lordy fuck. It’s the photoshopped image of me fucking Mercy, except of course it ain’t me, it’s just my head and porn stars’ bodies.
            
 
            To make matters even worse, there’s another tweet after this one:
            

         
 
         
            Hicky likes to play puppets with his pupils penises.

         
 
         
            God, it feels like I’m being set up! Yet again! Fuck, fuck, fuck.
            
 
            I Facebook chat Jakaria. As per normal, he’s up.

         
 
         
            Me: Why did you RT the Countess Feckula?
            
 
            Jakaria: WOT?
            
 
            Me: R u the Countess?
            
 
            Jakaria: WOT?
            
 
            Me: Do you say anything else but wot?
            
 
            Jakaria: U R BAD BÉLA
            
 
            Me: You are the Countess Feckula, ain’t you?
            
 
            Jakaria: WOT IF I AM
            
 
            Me: U fat twat
            
 
            Jakaria: U GAY FUCK
            
 
            Me: Bet u cant find ur knob amongst all the folds of fat
            
 
            Jakaria: GAY FUCK
            
 
            Me: Oh fuck off
            
 
            Jakaria: FUCK OFF
            
 
            Me: I can’t believe I’m even talking to someone as stupid as you
            
 
            Jakaria: LICK UR MUM CUNT
            
 
            Me: Don’t you know how to use the apostrophe, you moron?
            

         
 
         
            The conversation finishes there. To think he used to be my best friend.
            
 
            Checking my Facebook page, I see most of the Year 11 night-tweeters have got wind of the Countess. Mercy has put a link to it on her page and done a status update:
            

         
 
         
            Béla just cant stop spunking over me, can he? Im gonna SORT him out.
            

         
 
         I put up my own status update:
         
 
         
            I am not the Countess Feckula. Jakaria is.

         
 
         
            God, I need to sleep. But I know now I won’t get a wink. There’s far too much going on online. Far too much.
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            Oh God, everyone think I’m the Countess Feckula, everyone thinks I’m a pervy paedo troll, oh fuck, fuck, fuck.
            

         
 
         6.00am - Martin
 
         Think positive: that’s what I say to myself as soon as I wake in my office chair. Sure, I may have woken up with a nasty crick in my neck, I may have a pretty bad hangover, but it’s important not to let these things get you down. 
         
 
         I tighten my hands into fists, lift myself off the swivelling chair and repeat to myself: think positive! This is the day things are going to go right! I’m going to do it!
         
 
         The most important point is this: the PowerPoint is now firmly entrenched on the memory stick! Retrieving it from the USB port, I wend my way two flights of stairs down to the kitchen. Once I’ve gobbled a couple of ibuprofen and co-codamol pills and swished them down with a can of Diet Coke, I’m raring to go.
         
 
         I feel the sunlight falling through the slats and shut my eyes, enjoying its warmth for a moment.
         
 
         I open my eyes and think: life will be good.
         
 
         As I go back up the stairs, I start singing “I’ve Got You Babe”. Such is my optimism.
         
 
         “Oh, Daddy! It’s so early!” I hear Martha shout from the double bed. This is good. It gives me an excuse to enter my bedroom. I stand before my eight-year-old daughter and look at her twinkly eyes staring up at me from behind the covers. Although I can’t see her mouth, I know she’s smiling.
         
 
         “Dad, you’re being very noisy and Mum’s still asleep,” she whispers at me.
         
 
         I gaze at the form of my wife lying beside her, her brown hair spread against the pillow, her snub nose turned towards the slatted window, her sensual mouth pouting like it always does when she’s sleeping, and I think: God, do you know how much I love you?
         
 
         “Sorry!” I whisper back, making funny eyes in the  way that Martha likes. “But you, Martha, my dear, are going to need to get up. Why don’t you go to your room and get dressed?”
         
 
         “But Daddy, I don’t need to get up for another hour and ten minutes.”
         
 
         “Martha, Martha, you haven’t heard the news, have you?”
         
 
         “What news?”
 
         “I am going to make bacon and eggs for breakfast!” I say.
         
 
         “Sunny side up?”
 
         “Yes, sunny side up for my sunny girl! Sunny and runny!”
         
 
         “Sunny and runny!” Martha giggles.
 
         “The show’s starting at six thirty exactly, so I will need you dressed by then!”
         
 
         “And I can have ketchup on them?”
 
         “Yes, you can have as much ketchup as you want!”
 
         “Thanks, Daddy! I love you!”
 
         Martha reaches up for me and wraps her arms around my neck. I smell her young, fresh skin and kiss her cheek. For some reason, I feel a bit of a twinge in my throat. Think positive, Martin. Think positive!
         
 
         “Daddy, can I say something?” Martha asks as she scuttles towards her room in her Harry Potter pyjamas. “You really need to have a shave! And perhaps brush your teeth? And perhaps have a shower?”
         
 
         “So you’re telling me I’m an unshaven, dirty, smelly monster with bad breath, is that it?”
         
 
         Martha chuckles as she disappears into her room. 
         
 
         I had been intending to use this window of time – which I estimate to be about fifteen minutes – to sit down on the bed beside Helen, but I realise it might be a better idea if I got cleaned up first. Particularly before Josh gets into the bathroom.
         
 
         Locking the door behind me, I chuck off my T-shirt and boxer shorts and climb into the shower. The warm water against my face feels good. Shutting my eyes, I’m back on that Scottish beach with Helen and I find myself tossing off. My headachy brain thuds against my skull as I explode into that naked body on the beach, into that moment.
         
 
         At which point I hear a banging on the door. “Martin, I need to get in here!”
         
 
         I clean up hastily and open the door with a towel wrapped around my considerable middle. Helen’s tousled hair jostles past me, brushing against my upper chest. She doesn’t say anything but goes straight to the mirror, leaning close to it, examining her face. It’s not a bad face for a forty-year-old, a little worn and tired-looking this morning, but she still looks younger than her years.
         
 
         “Would you like a cup of tea?” I ask, standing by the door.
         
 
         Helen turns away from the mirror and looks down at the bath as she says: “Yes, that would be nice.”
         
 
         She pokes her finger into a bead of water on the edge of the bath. To my horror, I see that it’s a sticky bead of white water, which extends between her forefinger and thumb. Realising what it is, she washes her  hand, commenting bitterly as she does, “Martin, you could at least clean up properly in here. Josh is bad enough, but having you too!”
         
 
         I shut the bathroom door behind me, and say in a mincing, sheepish voice: “I just had a quick wank.”
         
 
         Helen looks at me with her hard hazel eyes. “It’s nice to clean up afterwards!”
         
 
         “Don’t worry, I was thinking about you.”
 
         “You were?” she says, seeming quite surprised and a little guilty. A smile flickers on her lips. A smile that reminds me of the old, fun Helen who loved to talk dirty with me.
         
 
         “I’m sorry about last night,” I say.
 
         “Let’s not talk about that now,” she replies, wrinkling her lips.
         
 
         Her tone is neutral; I imagine it’s the tone she takes with her most trying patients. I think for a moment about searching for more reassurance – I want to ask her again whether she loves me – but neediness is never appealing. No. I need to think positive. As she’s brushing her teeth, looking at her in the mirror, I say: “When I get the promotion, we’ll have quite a bit more cash. I want to spend it on you. I thought we could go up to Scotland again. We’ll leave the kids with your mum and really splash out on a nice hotel. You know, one with a spa where you can get pampered, and we’ll go for walks on those deserted beaches, and drink whiskey in the evenings by a nice fire, and just…”
         
 
         I trail away, thinking that perhaps I should have  said this in the email rather than remembering her stripping off naked. Helen swills and spits out into the sink.
         
 
         “I thought perhaps we could go in a couple of weeks. You’re due some leave, aren’t you?” I venture.
         
 
         “That’s when I’m at my conference, Martin,” she says, running the shower now. “Look, let’s talk about this later.”
         
 
         “I think it would be good for us to get away. Just the two of us.”
         
 
         She disrobes before me in that easy way that a wife does before her long-standing husband. I reach out and massage her back. She flinches a tiny bit but, realising that my hands aren’t going to stray, she lets me knead her knotted back. It is very tense.
         
 
         “Oooh, that is nice. You’ve got very strong hands, Martin.”
         
 
         “Do you remember when I used to do this for you every night?”
         
 
         “You speak like it was centuries ago,” she says.
 
         “I haven’t at all since…” I am just about to say since Jack died, but I resist. I don’t want to bring him into it.
         
 
         “You know what, let me buy the new series of Brothers and Sisters and we’ll watch it together and I’ll rub your back. Let’s do that next week. I can order it on Amazon. It’ll come tomorrow if I order it this morning.”
         
 
         Helen laughs one of her old easy laughs. “But you hate Brothers and Sisters and all that mushy lady  American soap opera stuff. And it’ll be very expensive. And we’ll only watch it once.”
         
 
         “You won’t. You’ve watched the last series loads of times.”
         
 
         Helen turns around, thrusting her naked breasts before me. They’re much bigger than they used to be; two children and some extra pounds have made her quite voluptuous. “Look, Martin, perhaps we should have a chat.”
         
 
         She looks up at me.
 
         “Yes, let’s have one tonight,” I say, feeling pleased that she’s obviously thinking we need to repair our relationship with a bit of TLC. “I’ll get your tea.”
         
 
         The shower steams and sizzles. Clouds of steam are beginning to engulf her, shrouding her bare form.
         
 
         
7am - Béla

         
 
         
            There’s no messing around with Ma on days like this. Whereas normally she’s pretty slow about getting up, and frequently expects me to bring her breakfast in bed, today, as with all major operation days, she’s up way before us.
            
 
            She bends over me with a lighted fag hanging out of her mouth. I sit up in my bed and rub my eyes, feeling the smoke in my nostrils.
            
 
            “Béla, it’s time to get up. We need to go now!”
 
            “But Ma, we’ll be years early.”
 
            “Our appointment is at 8.45am, Béla.”
 
            “But it’ll only take twenty minutes to get there.”
            
 
            “Not with me in a wheelchair, it won’t.”
 
            She puffs some more smoke in my face, making me feel quite breathless. I reach for my inhaler and take a puff. That’s better. She must have been up for ages: she’s washed her hair and put on some make-up. As she’s leaving the bedroom, I comment: “Do you think it might be better if you were scruffier? I mean, it might look more realistic, like you’ve really struggled to get everything together.”
            
 
            “Béla, a countess must be decent – even at the benefits office!” she says.
            
 
            I swing my legs off the bed, go into the kitchen and make coffee for the Count. Once I’ve brought him his cup, I chuck some Rice Krispies and milk down my gullet, munch a pear and then change into my Special Needs outfit. (I also pack a rucksack of my “real” Béla Pongrácz clothes so that I can change on my way back from the health centre and see Josh without having to return home again.)
            
 
            I check myself out in the mirror. When I hang my head forward and hunch my shoulders, I look very convincing indeed. I practise my Tourette’s Hungarian swear words: fasz (fuck), szar (shit), picsa (cunt).
            
 
            “Please beware of crude characterisations!” the Count warns me as he reaches for his ancient gold fob watch on the bedside table, watching me.
            
 
            “It’s not crude. Ma thought it was good,” I say.
 
            “I don’t think she did; I think she has her grave doubts, very grave doubts.”
            
 
            Though he criticises me all the time, he still expects  me to get him dressed. Ma enters before I’ve even started and persuades him that he must forego his normal powder-blue suit and tie, and look imbecilic like me. If I’d suggested this, he’d have refused, but he doesn’t argue with Ma.
            
 
            From my drawer of disguises, I pick out a ripped shirt, some old brown trousers and then, my masterstroke, some string to hold it all up with. By the time I’m finished with him, he looks like a real tramp.
            
 
            He isn’t too pleased about this when he surveys the wreckage in the mirror. “Béla, I look like a character from a John Steinbeck novel,” he complains.
            
 
            I chuckle. “You’re Candy, the old swamper, and I’m Lennie!” I say, adding in a Lennie Small voice: “Can I play with the rabbits. I like to stroke soft things.”
            
 
            The Count tuts. “Oh, don’t remind me of that ghastly novel. No wonder English children are totally illiterate if that’s the only book they read at school! Béla, I insist that you find a more suitable outfit. I simply won’t be Candy the old swamper!”
            
 
            Ma agrees with him. “We must have our dignitas, Béla. Dignitas.”
            
 
            I can’t help grinning at this because she pronounces it “dignit-arse”.
            
 
            “It’s dignity, Ma,” I say.
 
            “It is whatever I say it is! But we really have to go.”
 
            “You mean there’s no time to change?” the Count asks mournfully.
            
 
            “Come on, chop-chop!”
 
            The Count looks crushed, but he knows better than to  argue with a countess. At the door, Ma checks we’ve got everything: passports, citizenship naturalisation forms, birth certificates, utility bills.
            
 
            Pushing Ma around in the wheelchair is always very awkward. Firstly, there’s loads of litter along the walkway, which the wheels of the chair find very hard to go over, and then secondly, the lift is out of order – yet again.
            
 
            “You’d better get out,” I say, staring down at the dark, smelly stairwell.
            
 
            “I can’t get out, I’m disabled,” Ma replies.
 
            “Yes, but how are we going to get you down otherwise?”
            
 
            “You’ll have to carry me!” Ma insists.
 
            “But Ma, you’re not disabled.”
 
            “Keep your voice down,” Ma hisses. “From now onwards, I am disabled.”
            
 
            “What, I’ve got to do this every day?”
 
            “You might do,” she says, fixing me with her gimlet eyes.
            
 
            I look at Ma in wild alarm. Fuck. That prospect seems quite terrifying. Then it occurs to me that this is what the carers of really disabled people have to do. Jesus. What a life!
            
 
            I decide to take Ma down first. She wraps her arms around my shoulders and breathes her smoky breath on me as I hurry down the stairs with her. She is pretty light: after all, she lives mostly on a diet of cigarettes, coffee and sauerkraut, so she’s pretty thin. When she dresses up properly in one of her real countess dresses, she looks knock-out. 
            
 
            As I carry her down, she smiles at my grunting, sweating face. “This reminds me of when you were little and I used to carry you everywhere in Budapest.”
            
 
            “Didn’t Dad carry me around?” I ask.
 
            “Sometimes. But he was at work a lot of the time so it was me mostly.”
            
 
            Once I’ve put Ma down on the bench outside the block of flats and she’s lit up another fag, I go back for the wheelchair, the bag and the Count. He needs a bit of genuine guidance coming down stairs because he’s quite unsteady on his pins.
            
 
            Eventually, we are all ready to go to the bus stop. I keep my head low on Vallance Road and Bethnal Green High Street, which is near where Jakaria lives. I certainly don’t want that fat fool to think that I’m trying to imitate him.
            
 
            Getting on the number 8 is quite fun because the driver gets out a ramp for the wheelchair to go up on and then we have a whole section of it to ourselves. Once I know I’m safe from prying eyes, I start getting prepared for my Special Needs role, by loping around and grunting. Ma tells me to stop it, but she’s laughing so I carry on for  a bit until she shouts at me.
            

         
 
         7.03am - Martin
 
         As I’m getting dressed in the bedroom, I look at Jack’s tweed suit at the end of my row of shirts and trousers. Since no one is in the room with me, I touch his sleeve after I’ve buttoned up my shirt. “Don’t worry,  Jack, I’m going to do it,” I say. And then I put my hand over my mouth. God, what am I doing? Why am I talking to a suit?
         
 
         But I can’t help it; that suit was Jack. Without really thinking about what I’m doing, I take off my trousers and try and put on Jack’s. They are a tight fit – Jack was much thinner than me – but they look pretty good. Wow! Now, wouldn’t that be something, if I wore Jack’s suit for the interview?
         
 
         “Martin, what are you doing?”
 
         I turn around quickly and face Helen with my belly spilling over the rim of the trousers. She’s in a bathrobe, has a towel wrapped around her head and is looking at me as if I’m a mental patient.
         
 
         I grin at her.
 
         Helen puts her hand over her mouth. “Oh my God, you’re wearing his trousers.”
         
 
         “They fit – well, just,” I say, moving stiffly around the room.
         
 
         “Martin, get them off this moment!” Helen says, her eyes now quite wide.
         
 
         I don’t want to get into an argument, so I take off the trousers. “I just thought it would tell people that I’m doing this for him.”
         
 
         “I thought you were doing it so we could go on holiday together?” Helen retorts as quick as a scalpel incision.
         
 
         I hang the trousers back in the cupboard.
 
         “I’ll go and see how the kids are getting on,” I say.
 
         At the top of the house, I find Josh still in his pot-scented   bed but I’m not going to let it worry me. I pull back his curtains and see that his windowsill is covered in ash and roach ends.
         
 
         Another positive thought pops into my head: England are going to win the Test match today. As a result, I saunter into my son’s room and exclaim: “Hey, Joshy boy, the Aussies are 315 for five! Do you think we’ll bowl them out today?”
         
 
         Josh remains dead on top of his bunk.
 
         I shake the duvet. Then he opens one eye; it’s such a strategic opening of an eye that I realise he’s been awake for a while.
         
 
         “And it’s the last day of term! Holidays tomorrow! And I’m making bacon and eggs in ten minutes – and counting – so what about shifting your arse out of bed!”
         
 
         “OK, Dad, I get the message, now just give me two more minutes!”
         
 
         I always make breakfast for the children. Every morning for the last ten years. Without fail. Normally, it’s a healthy breakfast – cereal, yoghurt, OJ – but today I’m going to indulge them a little. I heat the pan and slap on a few rashers of bacon, get the bread toasting and bring out the eggs. It smells lovely.
         
 
         I decide today that instead of nit-picking about my children’s table manners, their inability to hold a knife and fork properly, the way they drop bits of food on the floor, I’ll not only accept the way they eat their food, but I’ll love it. Having a hangover has actually helped me because it’s forced me to take a  positive attitude towards my pain on every level: the pain in my head, the pain in my job and the pain in my family.
         
 
         I feel good about what Martha can do with a knife and fork instead of what she can’t. First and foremost, she can cut her food – she may do so by screeching the cutlery across her plate in a rather clumsy fashion, but she is at least able to cut the bacon into little sections. And the majority of the food does get into her mouth; a significant minority finds its way onto her school uniform, but it is only a minority.
         
 
         Josh’s manners are not that bad. He cuts up his bacon and eggs very nicely and doesn’t get even the slightest bit on his uniform.
         
 
         “Martin, why are you giving them this greasy food?” Helen says, as soon as she enters the kitchen. Being the super-efficient person she is, she is already packed and ready for work, with her consultant’s photo ID flapping outside the breast pocket of her tweedy skirt suit.
         
 
         “I don’t do it every morning, do I, Martha?”
 
         “You do! We always have lovely, lovely bacon and eggs and lots of ketchup!” Martha says a little too brightly.
         
 
         “Martha, you know that’s not true!”
 
         “It is!” Josh says, burping loudly.
 
         Helen shakes her head. “I’m going to have to sort this out, Martin. From now on, I’ll write down the breakfast menu and Martha will make sure my instructions are followed to the letter.” 
         
 
         She indicates with her eyes that we should have a private conference in the hallway. Our children’s gazes follow us as we leave the kitchen. Helen stops by the coat rack.
         
 
         “Martin, I think we really need to talk sometime.”
 
         “But we’ve agreed, haven’t we? I thought we agreed to have a chat tonight?”
         
 
         Helen looks down at her fingernails. “Last night was very bad, Martin. Very bad.”
         
 
         “Let’s not go over that again. I said I was sorry. Let’s make tonight a positive experience instead of raking over the past.”
         
 
         “Tonight might be a bit tricky.”
 
         “Well, tomorrow night then?”
 
         Helen seems grateful that I’m not insisting on talking tonight. “Did you really say sorry?” she asks gently.
         
 
         “Yes, I sent you an email.”
 
         Her face brightens at this news. She always likes my emails. In the early days of our relationship when we were at college and we would go back to our families for the holidays, we would write to each other. She always said how much she loved my letters. Has she kept them?
         
 
         “OK, I’ll look at it,” she says.
 
         I accompany her to the door and out onto the porch.
 
         “Anyway, good luck with today. It’s obvious it’s what you want to do – and you’re not going to listen,” she says. Helen steps out into the street. A shaft of sunlight burnishes her tweed jacket, making her look  like a duchess about to go for a constitutional around the family estate. I smile at the contrast between this image and the reality of her life, immersed as it is in the nitty-gritty of the most urban hospital in the UK.
         
 
         “Look, I’m just worried that it’ll all be a bit much,” she continues. “Martha and Josh need one of us around.”
         
 
         “Helen, I’m forty-three years old, not a hundred and three. I’ve still got some life in me yet.”
         
 
         I follow her onto the pavement and try my best to look relaxed.
         
 
         “What have you got today?” I ask, putting my hands to my forehead to shield my eyes from the sun.
         
 
         “There’s a liver transplant.”
 
         “Has a liver come in?”
 
         “Got a text at three in the morning that it has.”
 
         Suddenly, I tense up, wiping my hands against my apron. My belly wobbles as I do so. “But who’s going to pick up Martha?”
         
 
         “We discussed this last night. You’re going to have to!”
         
 
         “We didn’t talk about it. I can’t recall…” I say, stunned by this comment. It’s something Helen has been doing to me quite a lot recently: saying that I’ve agreed to do things I have absolutely no recollection of.
         
 
         “Martin, you were very drunk last night.”
 
         “But I’ve got my interview in the afternoon. I can’t possibly.”
         
 
         “Can’t you sort something out? Please?” she pleads,  pulling a rare winning smile out of the bag. I stand before her, open-mouthed.
         
 
         She clicks on her car keys and her Mini Cooper’s lights blink in the street. She’s virtually in the car before I can come up with a good reply: “I’ll get Josh to pick her up.”
         
 
         She bashes her hands against the steering wheel. “You can’t be serious.”
         
 
         “I have no choice. I’ll miss my interview otherwise,” I say, leaning close to her. So close that the strap of my apron touches her shoulder.
         
 
         “Can’t Sam change the time?”
 
         “No, he can’t. This is a proper job interview, Helen. It isn’t a joke.”
         
 
         Helen starts up the car. “Martin, the job is a poisoned chalice. Take the day off, recuperate, pick up Martha at noon and then we’ll talk everything through.”
         
 
         “OK, OK, I’ll pick Martha up,” I say, without really thinking how or when.
         
 
         “Thank you,” she replies grudgingly, and drives off.
 
         Back in the kitchen, both my children gratifyingly want more bacon and eggs. I make more, wolfing down a few rashers and a fried egg myself on the counter. I know I shouldn’t, but my hangover has weakened my resistance. As it always does.
         
 
         “Dad, have you ever heard of someone called Countess Feckula?”
         
 
         I flip the bacon over and catch my thumb on the  hot pan, burning it. Shit.
         
 
         “Josh! Watch your language! Martha’s here!” I say, dashing to the tap and running cold water over my digit.
         
 
         “Feckula, not Fuckula!”
 
         “Josh!”
 
         Martha giggles. “Countess Feckula? Who’s she, Josh?”
         
 
         “Martha, please could you learn not to use that kind of language? I don’t want to get hauled into your school again.”
         
 
         “Oh, just someone,” Josh says, more or less ignoring his sister. “But seriously, Dad, have you heard of her, or do you know someone who might have used a name like that?”
         
 
         “No, I don’t! Josh, do I look like someone who has associates like that? Do I seriously?”
         
 
         I spread out my arms and indicate in a wordless gesture that lurking underneath my England cricket apron there’s a rather expensive shirt and a top-of-the-range pair of trousers.
         
 
         Josh mutters sulkily: “Well, you might. I was only trying to help.”
         
 
         “Only trying to help? What are you talking about?”
 
         “Well, you might have heard of her, and that might help.”
         
 
         “Help who?”
 
         “You.”
 
         “Me, how would it help me if I knew this Countess of dubious repute?” I’m trying to be light-hearted,  but Josh doesn’t smile.
         
 
         “It just might, that’s all. But it doesn’t matter. I’ll sort it out myself.”
         
 
         I dish out some more rashers and determine not to discuss the Countess Feckula anymore. Just then the front door opens again. Helen comes into the house.
         
 
         “Helen, what is it?” I ask.
 
         She is holding my memory stick in her hand.
 
         “I believe you might have dropped this!” she says, looking at me with surprisingly indulgent good humour.
         
 
         My eyes widen as I pat the top pocket of my shirt and find that it’s empty. “Oh my God, that’s the one with my presentation on it!”
         
 
         “I thought it might be.” She throws the memory stick at me and I catch it.
         
 
         “Good luck with today,” she shouts in the hallway.
 
         “Thanks, Helen, you’re a star! I love you,” I shout after her.
         
 
         Then she disappears again.
 
         “It’s lucky you’ve got Mum otherwise you’d have lost your memory!” Martha says with a big grin.
         
 
         “It is indeed,” I agree. “It is indeed.”
 
         
7.45am - Béla

         
 
         
            I have that tingly sensation I get when I feel in touch with my Hungarian past as I push Ma towards the health centre, because the air has the same summery scent of  my Budapest childhood.
            
 
            
Top 5 things that remind me of Hungary
            
 
                 
               	Dark underpasses after it has rained.
     
               	The smell of buttery pastry. 
     
               	The cubes of blubbery meat. 
     
               	Any wobble under my feet, reminding me of walking across the Chain Bridge with Dad.
               
     
               	The fresh scent of a summer morning. 
 
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Ma’s voice, of course, sounds exactly the same as it did then. She says: “Are you sure this is normal, Béla? I have been claiming for two years and they’ve never done this before. You don’t think one of our neighbours reported us, do you?”
            
 
            Ma wriggles in her wheelchair as I try and reassure her. “No, Ma. Just relax. It’s just new procedures. Jakaria’s mum had to go recently as well. They’re assessing everyone.”
            
 
            That’s one thing I never had to do in Hungary: reassure Ma. Dad always did that. Sometimes I feel a bit angry with him for leaving me to do his job now, but mostly reassuring Ma makes me feel very grown-up.
            
 
            “Yes, but Jakaria’s mum is disabled.”
 
            “Exactly! They’re checking everyone out.”
 
            We pass the Stepping Stones City Farm and some sheep baa at us. Then we cross the road and enter a pretty grotty shopping precinct: there’s a launderette, an Afro-Caribbean café, a pound shop and an Asian supermarket, and then, shining amidst this dross,  the health centre.
            
 
            “Look, they’ve got to have something to do at the health centre. Just remember to yell in pain at everything and you’ll be fine.”
            
 
            “Keep your voice down!” Ma hisses at me.
 
            “Ma, there’s no one here. We’re miles early!”
 
            “Miles early?” the Count nit-picks in his cotton-picking tramp’s dress. I stick my tongue out at him when I know Ma’s not looking.
            
 
            I look down the street, and stare at the tall glass buildings of the City in the far distance and the deep blue air beyond them and think that the sky looks infinite today. These blue mornings make me think of Dad and being in Budapest. When I was very young, he would take me down to the promenade by the Danube and we would stare up at the amazing buildings that lined the river. I feel the sunlight on my face and remember those times. Happy days! The cherry tobacco smell of his pipe, the rough texture of his tweed jacket, his big hairy hands, and his voice saying: “That’s where we fought the Nazis, Béla, up there, in the beautiful Buda Castle, yes, you wouldn’t believe it to see it now, would you? And that building there, that’s where the Gestapo tortured the Hungarians, but you wouldn’t think it now, would you? It just looks like an innocent building, doesn’t it? That’s why you should find out everything, Béla, leave no stone unturned, and trust no one, no one until you find the truth!”
            
 
            It’s remembering these words that makes me crouch down by the wheelchair and ask: “Ma, you don’t happen to know anything about someone who goes under the  name of Countess Feckula, do you? I mean, obviously it’s a fake name, but it doesn’t ring any bells, does it?”
            
 
            Ma sucks on the cig and exhales a cloud of smoke in my direction.
            
 
            “Do I know about who?”
 
            “Countess Feckula.”
 
            “Who says I ever known such a people in my stinking life!” she cackles, rattling the wheelchair in amusement.
            
 
            “So you haven’t?” I persist.
 
            “Countess Feckula, you say, who is this? A lady of the night? Béla, you are too young to know these kinds of women!”
            
 
            I try to laugh but I feel a bit wheezy so I take a puff on my inhaler and then, feeling my passageways unclog, I cough a little. Even though it’s summer, I still haven’t got rid of this cough.
            
 
            Just at that moment, Josh texts me: Can u meet me this am?
            
 
            I text right back: Where?
 
            
               Josh: Outside school fence 8.15am?
               
 
               Me: Nah. Wont till later on. Got a drs appoint
               
 
               Josh: Oh yeah. Gud luck m8. Hope ur ma is OK
               
 
               Me: She’s bad. VERY BAD
               
 
               Josh: When do the test results come thru?
               
 
               Me: Dunno, but she’s bad
               

            
 
            “What are you doing, Béla?” Ma asks, pedalling the wheelchair towards me.
            
 
            I hastily put the phone away. 
            
 
            “You know it’s very rude to text while I’m talking to you.”
            
 
            “But we’d finished talking,” I protest.
 
            “We have not! We are talking about a countess,” the Count interjects, leaning on his walking stick.
            
 
            “I wasn’t talking to you,” I argue, thinking that one of these days I’ll kick his stick away.
            
 
            “Yes, exactly, we are talking about her,” Ma says. “Béla, you need to be Hungarian in your manners. No more British thug stuff.”
            
 
            “But…” I say and then stop. I know it’s useless to argue with Ma. She is always right in matters of decorum.
            
 
            “Now tell me, what is your interest in this lady?” Ma asks.
            
 
            I decide to impress her with a blunt exaggeration of the truth. “Apparently, she wants to kill Mr Hick.”
            
 
            Ma thrums her fingers on the armrest of her wheelchair and then says: “She does? Hmm, have you told Mr Hick this?”
            
 
            “Why would I do that?” I say, putting on my best Duh!-face.
            
 
            “He was once your best teacher. And he is father of your only friend.”
            
 
            “He got me booted out, Ma. I don’t owe him anything. He, he…”
            
 
            I change the subject. “But it was just Twitter stuff. It’s not real stuff. The kind of stuff that happens now.”
            
 
            “It does? What is the world coming up to, Zoltán?” Ma says, wheeling towards the bleak concrete statue in the middle of the shopping arcade. “When children pass  notes around the internet about killing their teachers?”
            
 
            “Nearly as bad as doing benefit fraud,” I chuckle.
 
            The moment after this joke has popped out of my mouth I know I have made a terrible mistake. You see, my mum has five states of being:
            
 
            
                

            
 
                 
               	Orange alert. This is more or less her permanent state: constant anxiety. Béla remedy: live with it.
               
     
               	Red alert. Heightened anxiety. This is when I forget to do something she’s asked me to do: quite common. Béla remedy: soothe her.
               
     
               	State of national emergency – only happens maybe once or twice a week. Panic. Béla remedy: give her Valium.
               
     
               	State of global emergency. Very rare. Once a month. Béla remedy: time to hide in the bunker – or run.
               
     
               	Armageddon. Only major events like Dad’s death and me getting excluded from school make this happen. Béla remedy: there isn’t one.
               
 
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Ma lights another fag. I can tell immediately she’s on number 4. As with all global emergencies, there’s a moment of calm before the tsunami strikes.
            
 
            She glances at the health centre, its silver balconies shining in the sunlight.
            
 
            Then she lets the smoke filter in between her gritted teeth.
            
 
            I glance nervously at the Count. Lurking behind his solemn expression is a sly grin.
            
 
            “Béla, you do not say that. You do not speak like that,”  Ma says. “If you hadn’t been expelled we wouldn’t be in this terrorising mess.”
            
 
            “What has that got to do with it?”
 
            Ma laughs hollowly. “You think you’re going to get good jobs, now? Do you? You throw fireworks at your teachers, you do nothing but addict yourself to computers, you spend money, and now you want me to be locked up. Locked up. You are a bad boy. Very, very bad boy.”
            
 
            “But Ma, I didn’t throw the firework!”
 
            “You think I trust your lies?”
 
            “Ma, it was only a joke,” I say in my most apologetic voice.
            
 
            Ma jabs a cigarette in my direction. And then wheels her chair right up to me. The wheel scrunches over my foot. I don’t complain but slowly take my foot away, feeling the pain in my toes. If this carries on, I really will be disabled.
            
 
            “Béla, I think you should go now,” she says.
 
            “But Ma…”
 
            “No, you go now. We don’t need you. Your idea is a bad idea. I must show the doctor I am very disabled, and you must go away and leave us alone.”
            
 
            “Situations like this need finesse and nuance, not pranksters playing the clown,” the Count adds.
            
 
            “But Ma, we’ll get more money if we show them I’m Special Needs. I mean, it ties in with me being excluded. We could say that I was Special Needs and didn’t know what I was doing,” I protest.
            
 
            “But think, Béla, what happens when they go to the  school and ask them, and they say you are not a dum-dum? It don’t fit, Béla.”
            
 
            “We say the school didn’t assess me properly. They didn’t assess Jakaria properly, and he really is a dum-dum.”
            
 
            “Why this Jakaria all the time? Shut up your face about him!”
            
 
            “But Ma…”
 
            “Go! Go! Go!” she says, stabbing the air three times with the lighted end of her cigarette and adding her most vicious order: “Get the fuck out of my face.”
            
 
            “But how will you get home without me?”
 
            “I need you no more. No more!”
 
            “Oh Ma, please. I could be really good. I’ll do it, seriously, I promise.”
            
 
            “Go!”
 
            Ma gets out a Parcel-Force card from her gilt-edged handbag – a handbag I bought for her in Petticoat Lane Market – and hands it to me. “You can go to the post office and get my ciggies. Do something useful.”
            
 
            “Please, Ma. I’ll be very good. I’ll save the day!”
 
            “Béla, go and get the ciggies. Now!”
 
            I turn away with my shoulders sagging, feeling like Lennie after he’s been told he can’t tend the rabbits. 
            

         
 
         8.00am - Martin
 
         Pleasingly, Josh has opted to come along while I drive Martha to her private school; before Béla left, he usually walked to school with him.
         
 
         On this fine, sunny morning, he listens to his iPod  and gazes out the window, looking at the great glittering towers, the churches, the commuters. After I’ve dropped Martha off at the school entrance and given her a kiss goodbye, plucking out his earphones, Josh taps me on the shoulder. He’s sitting in the back seat but I don’t turn around to face him.
         
 
         “Dad, is it true you’ve never heard of Countess Feckula?”
         
 
         “Like I said before, I’ve never heard of her or him or it! Josh, what were you thinking, talking like that in front of Martha?”
         
 
         “Dad, this is serious. According to this person, today is going to be your last day of term.”
         
 
         I laugh hollowly. The bloody internet!
 
         “Josh, if I believed everything I read on the web, I’d be in a mental hospital right now.”
         
 
         “I just have a feeling this is serious, Dad. I just don’t think you should go in today.”
         
 
         “What do you know?” I ask him, twisting around and looking hard at his long, black fringe, the thin film of hair on his upper lip and his dark brown eyes. I’m reluctant to drive off until I get some answers.
         
 
         Josh says: “Béla thinks it’s Jakaria.”
 
         “Ah, Jakaria. That makes sense.”
 
         Pleasingly, the car starts first go. For some reason, it nearly always stalls in front of the private school; it’s as if all the fancy vehicles that drop off the other children make it nervous. There’s no pulling on the choke, no great revs with the accelerator, no pushing down the street, just a lovely puttering away into the  full glory of the morning on Cheapside.
         
 
         “It’s a miracle the Beetle didn’t fail me this morning! Must be a good omen,” I exclaim and then, looking in the rear-view mirror at Josh, comment, “I’ll deal with Jakaria when I get into school. He’s a ridiculous boy. I’ll make sure he gets excluded for this.”
         
 
         “You should, he’s a stupid fat fuck.”
 
         “Josh! Please don’t speak like that. Please!”
 
         As I leave the City, passing underneath the East London Line bridge, and steer past the shuttered strip joints, the newsagents and the forlorn billboards, I feel the sunlight once again on my face. My hangover has nearly gone and I’m on my way. I flip open the glove compartment, reach for the sweet packet that I always make sure is there and pop a few fruit pastilles in my mouth. The sugar gives me an extra lift.
         
 
         At the traffic lights before Hoxton Street, I even feel a little bit cheeky. I turn around and pull an earphone out of Josh’s ear. Exaggerating about everything as normal, he yells out: “What did you do that for?”
         
 
         “I just wanted to have a conversation, that’s all – but not one about the bloody Countess Feckula!” I rev up the car as the traffic lights change. “I mean, last night was rather difficult.”
         
 
         “Oh that.”
 
         “Nothing happened to me, you know. I was fine,” I reassure him as the VW Beetle goes over a speed-bump by Hackney College.
         
 
         “Yeah.”
 
         “You seemed very worried.”
 
         “It’s all right. I’m not worried any more,” Josh mutters in a somewhat aggrieved tone.
         
 
         “That’s good.”
 
         Josh rubs his ear as we pass the old Hoxton Music Hall and head towards De Beauvoir Town. It’s time to inject a little joy into the conversation. A little hope.
         
 
         “Josh, I thought you and me might do something together in the holidays. Just you and me.”
         
 
         “You did?”
 
         Josh sits up in the passenger’s seat, fiddling with his mobile phone as he does so.
         
 
         “I’ve got my ideas, of course. But perhaps you could give me some ideas.”
         
 
         Josh puts his mobile phone in his pocket. “Well, I was just wondering if I could go to the European Harp Symposium. I think it’s just the kind of place for me and Béla to get some publicity for our band.”
         
 
         “Hmm,” I say. “What’s the European Harp Symposium?”
         
 
         “It’s a place where all the harpists in Europe get together and play, share ideas. You can pitch up and sell your stuff. There are competitions too.”
         
 
         “Where is it?”
 
         “It’s only in Cardiff, that’s not far.”
 
         “When is it?”
 
         “Tomorrow.”
 
         “Tomorrow! You haven’t given me much notice!   We can’t just suddenly up sticks and leave at the drop of a hat.”
         
 
         “You shouldn’t mix your metaphors, Dad. It’s not what English teachers do,” Josh says.
         
 
         “Why didn’t you ask me about it earlier?”
 
         “I didn’t know about it,” Josh replies. “I only found out at the weekend. They’re very keen for me to go, though. And Béla wants to come.”
         
 
         “Béla?”
 
         “Yes, Dad. Béla.”
 
         “I really don’t think you should be hanging around with him any more. He’s a very bad influence. He’s encouraging you to smoke, for one thing.”
         
 
         “Béla doesn’t smoke; he’s got asthma. How can he encourage me to do it?”
         
 
         “He’s very messed up.”
 
         “He’s my only friend, Dad.”
 
         His words cut into me like a knife, making me feel even guiltier than I do.
         
 
         “I’ll think about it,” I say.
 
         Josh falls silent. He sticks the stupid plugs back in his ears, winds down the window and lets the wind stream over his face. “You won’t think about it,” he says. “It won’t happen.”
         
 
         “It might. It’s just that I was hoping we might do something that we can all join in, Martha and Mum included. Like go camping, you know, do some outdoors stuff. Go up to the Peak District and do a bit of climbing together. I need some fresh air.”
         
 
         “So you’re not going to take me?” 
         
 
         “I didn’t say that.”
 
         Another silence. Then he says: “Now that Béla’s gone, it hardly feels like there’s any point going to school any more.”
         
 
         I’ve heard this one so many times before that I’ve stopped replying to it. Just before the canal, I stop the car and dash out to the florist’s on the high street, where I buy a bouquet of carnations. I give them to Josh to hold in his lap and start the car up again.
         
 
         “What are these for?” he asks.
 
         “For Jack,” I say.
 
         “Oh.”
 
         That brings back the silence. It’s not a silence I want, but I can’t see a way out of it. I just feel it’s so hard to talk to Josh. But then, to my surprise, he says: “Dad, when you first met Mum, did you ask her out?”
         
 
         I blink. God, I have to start dusting off the cobwebs from the old memory to remember that one.
         
 
         “Yes, I did,” I say.
 
         “How did you do it?”
 
         “It was at university. I remember I met her in the refectory one lunchtime. She was sitting with Sam.”
         
 
         “She was?”
 
         “Yes, I thought she was going out with him, but then I found out he had someone else, so that gave me the courage to ask her to a movie. I remember it very well now. It was called Betty Blue. It was at the Duke of York’s in Brighton. We sat in the back and I slipped my hand into hers.” 
         
 
         Josh twitches in his seat.
 
         “Why do you ask? Are you thinking of asking someone out?”
         
 
         “Well… I don’t know…” he mumbles.
 
         “Josh,” I say with a growing insouciance in my voice, “have you got your eye on anyone? You know you can always talk to me about that!”
         
 
         “Dad! Don’t be embarrassing!”
 
         “No. No. I’m just curious, that’s all.”
 
         When we reach the Gilda Ball Academy, I notice some very familiar faces standing outside the school gates: it’s my old GCSE English group, looking like they’ve been far longer on this earth than their sixteen years. For some reason I can’t quite fathom, they’ve decided to turn up today.
         
 
         “Bloody hell, what are they doing here?” I mutter.
 
         “Dad, it’s like I told you, this Countess Feckula has got all around school.”
         
 
         “But they left in May. They got kicked out,” I say, wrinkling my forehead. “They’ve got nothing to do with this.”
         
 
         But I feel nauseous; if anyone has anything to do with wishing me dead, it’s this lot.
         
 
         I try my best and smile at them as I putter past. They grin back. Think positive, Martin. Think positive.
         
 
         To my surprise, in the car mirror, I see Béla emerging from the end of the street and making his way in his inimitable loping way towards them. What is going on?
         
 
         Just after I’ve swiped my card at the entrance gate  and the huge steel door is opening, Josh says: “Dad, you know I love you, don’t you?”
         
 
         I shift the Beetle into the wrong gear and we stall. I start the engine up again.
         
 
         “Of course I do,” I say, glancing at him out of the corner of my eye while also looking for a parking space. Tears leak onto the dark rims under his eyes. “Whatever is the matter?”
         
 
         Josh’s lower lip trembles as I park the Beetle next to Sam’s sleek BMW.
         
 
         “You’re not being bullied, are you?”
 
         He shakes his head as the tears fall down his cheeks. Yes, there’s definitely a woman in his life. The boy is love-struck! I’ll work some of my magic over the holidays and find out who it is.
         
 
         “Josh, sometimes these things happen. You’re an attractive guy. There are plenty of other fish in the sea,” I say, taking the carnations off his lap. “Look, why don’t you come with me and lay the flowers by the wreath?”
         
 
         Josh shakes his head. “I can’t. I just can’t. I have to go.”
         
 
         With that, he bolts out of the car, dashes across the playground and disappears into the great glittering glass tower of the Gilda Ball Academy. It’s rather sad but I feel a real sense of relief when he’s gone. Taking my briefcase, I walk with the bouquet to the playground and lay it down on the exact spot where Jack died.
         
 
         I’m heartened to see that the wreath, which I rehung  a couple of days ago, is still there. You see, the kids here do have respect. They really do. It’s just a question of believing in them.
         
 
         
8.03am - Béla

         
 
         
            After that miserable conservation with Ma, I need to change out of these fucking idiot clothes asap.
            
 
            I transform myself in the nearest Starbucks’ toilets. I don my best blue shirt, my green drainpipe trousers and my leather jacket. Check myself in the mirror. I look pretty damn slick: kind of like a mixture of a French philosopher and Simon Cowell.
            
 
            Although I should go straight to the post office – the queues there can be very bad – I realise that if I’m quick I could squeeze in meeting Josh. I text him and say that I’ll be at the school soon.
            
 
            I get a bus back to Whitechapel and then the train to Hoxton, heading back to the area I know the best. Once outside the station, I buy a banana from a Caribbean grocer, and tootle along the street enjoying the fresh fruit in my mouth. Then I break into a run and make for the Gilda Ball Academy – or the Ballz-up as we term it.
            
 
            I turn the corner and find Jakaria. He’s sitting in his tight-fitting school uniform on top of a litter bin outside the school sucking on a lollipop.
            
 
            I push him quite hard. A lighter person would have gone flying off the litter bin, but he stays put.
            
 
            “Ain’t you supposed to be in school?” I say.
 
            He faces me and grins. 
            
 
            “What’s it to you, Pongy?”
 
            I prod his fat tummy with my finger.
 
            “Have you told the GMF that you’re the Countess Feckula?” I say.
            
 
            “No,” Jakaria says.
 
            Just then, at the far end of the street, I see the GreenMuthaFuckas stalking towards the school. I freeze.
            
 
            
Top 3 scariest sights in the world
            
 
                 
               	Mercy wearing her trendy glitzy jacket – which she is today. She’s the biggest fuck-off sixteen-year-old girl you’ve seen in your life, with a gold medallion often nestling in between the ballistic missiles of her breasts. She’s a bit of a complex case because before she was booted out of the Ballz-up she was on course for top GCSE grades. She’s the cleverest girl I’ve ever met – and the nastiest. She only wears her glitter jacket when she’s selling drugs. This also means she’s tooled up and ready to shank anyone who annoys her. For some reason, she finds me pretty annoying.
               
     
               	The Bentley twins. These two are real psychotics, who will give you a good slap for no reason whatsoever, other than it makes them chuckle. Like Mercy, they’re dressed up in their drug-dealing gear: base-ball caps, sleeveless bullet-proof vests, and low-slung trackie bottoms, the cracks at the top of their arses glistening in the sun.
               
     
               	The three of them coming together to form what is known as the GMF, or the GreenMuthaFuckas. This  is the scariest sight of all! If you want some drugs or a good kicking, you go to them.
               
 
            
 
            
                

            
 
            I seriously think about legging it for my puny life. But I hover for a second and see that they’re all distracted, watching Hicky park his LoveBug in his customary school spot. Jakaria turns away from me, and watches his English teacher park the car.
            
 
            “You’re frightened that they’ll kick your head in?” I ask Jakaria.
            
 
            “Who?” he asks in a too-calm voice.
 
            “The GMF.”
 
            “No.”
 
            “Why not?”
 
            “Because I ain’t the paedo what posted porny pics of you knobbing Mercy on the internet.”
            
 
            “You did,” I say, stabbing my finger in his direction.
 
            “You think I’m Feckula?” Jakaria asks, pointing an innocent finger at his own chest. “You must have shit for brains.”
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