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Praise for Jem Lester


‘A darker, sadder version of The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time, but just as moving’


Observer


‘Stunningly frank, raw and bold. As a reader, I was gripped and moved by it; as the parent of an autistic child, I was grateful for it’


Alison Mercer


‘The ending tears the heart out; this is an unforgettable first novel’


The Times


‘Jem Lester writes so beautifully, it feels as if you’re eavesdropping on a conversation. Shtum is a book with true heart and soul, and I loved every word’


Joanna Cannon


‘A thought-provoking novel about the silent ties between generations, with a wonderful child character at its heart’


Julie Cohen


‘A tale of family, loss, self-discovery and forgiveness. Prepare to be moved by its beauty’


Heat Magazine


‘Powerful, unapologetic and deeply moving, Jem Lester mines a hard-hitting story to discover dark humour and surprising warmth. It’s a book that breaks your heart but ultimately uplifts. A simply stunning novel’


Miranda Dickinson


‘Funny yet heart-breaking, the book is likely to be enjoyed by fans of The Rosie Project and The Shock of the Fall’
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			Wynchgate Children’s Services
The Civic Centre
Brown Street
London N24 3EA


			18 January 2011


			Dear Mr and Mrs Jewell
Re: Jonah Jewell D.O.B. 11 May 2000


			Having discussed your request for the SEN Complex Needs panel to consider placing Jonah in a specialist residential school for children with autism, it is the panel’s overwhelming conclusion that Jonah’s educational and social needs would be appropriately met by his remaining in borough.


			It is the Council’s policy to educate its children in borough wherever possible, using a multi-agency approach to support them both in the home and in an educational setting.


			All garnered reports suggest that Jonah is making appropriate progress at Roysten Gate and that he is extremely well supported by a loving family. The panel has therefore recommended that Jonah’s transition to the newly enhanced Maureen Mitchell Secondary School should proceed in September 2011.


			Yours sincerely
Adele Latchford
Director of Children’s Services


			cc.
Claire McDonald, Speech Therapist
Anita Kaur, Educational Psychologist
Jennifer Porter, Headteacher, Roysten Gate School
Emilio De Rossi, Consultant Paediatrician
Mary Carey, Social Worker
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			Emma waits in the kitchen because the smell makes her gag. So the day unravels like every other: bath running, Jonah standing half-sodden while I open the windows, remove the bedsheets and spray the mattress cover with disinfectant. The sheets I ball together with his reeking pyjamas. The aromatic nappy and soiled wipes get tied in a plastic bag, and in he hops – the bubble-covered water turning to consommé on contact. I clean him vigorously, showering off the stubborn bits, and dry him with his navy towel – any other provokes a tantrum. Dressed, I shoo him along the corridor for breakfast. That’s our division of labour – she deals with what goes in and I deal with what comes out.


			The letter lies open on the table, evidently scrunched then patted down. We don’t talk for ten minutes at least – any less and it’ll be my fault. I’ve learnt to play the long game. Finally, I pick it up and read – it holds no surprises, but I still feel indignant, ‘Well, that’s it then.’


			‘Optimistic as ever.’


			‘They’re bloody Orwellian. What is appropriate? Do you think they believe their own Newspeak?’


			Sitting at the dining-room table with my head in my hands has become my breakfast yoga hold – the why me? position.


			This minor swapping of self-pity has taken no more than a minute, but in that time our son has slid from view.


			‘Where is he? Jonah? Weren’t you watching him, Ben?’


			‘I’ve been talking to you,’ I say, making for the kitchen – which, unless supervised, is Jonah’s morning workout. He isn’t there but the evidence is, an empty tub of Cornish Vanilla. There’s ice cream on the black gloss units, stainless steel fridge, marble floor tiles and – as I turn back to the kitchen door – also in his shoulder-length hair, all over his face and his blue school tracksuit. ‘Oh you shitbag, Jonah – Emma, he needs showering and changing.’


			


			We watch the minibus take him off with guilt-ridden relief.


			Emma cries. ‘I can’t do this.’


			Her sobbing turns my knuckles white.


			I choose the wrong words with aplomb. ‘Don’t be so melodramatic.’


			‘Shut up, Ben. What bright idea do you have? Hold the panel hostage with your father’s old Luger until they give in?’


			‘Like Bonnie and Clyde?’


			The image makes her giggle. It neutralises the acid in my stomach. We’ve been here many times in the past eighteen months, but the life-saving humour has darkened to pitch and we can’t really see each other. So she talks, a lot. Repetitively – a mantra of misery.


			‘I just keep remembering those words coming from his mouth: bubble, door, Dada, Mumma – why did he stop? Last night I dreamt he walked into the lounge and started talking to me and the strange thing is that it was his voice – I’m sure of it. When I woke up I was convinced it was true and then I heard you in the bathroom, cleaning him up, and I felt sick with disappointment. Has that happened to you?’


			‘Sometimes.’


			But it hasn’t.


			She studies the letter again while I finish my coffee. I watch her eyes tilt skyward and her fingers run through her chestnut hair, the spotlights highlighting a strand of grey. Her lips mouth words as she shakes her head and then her voice rises to a whisper as she repeats the phrase: loving family, loving family, loving family.


			‘They’re perverse. This whole thing is upside down. We’re being punished because we love and care for him and he’s not as good at autism as he could be.’


			‘He’ll never play autism for England.’


			‘It’s like they’re persecuting us for not being completely destroyed by the situation. Things aren’t bad enough, yet. He doesn’t need to wear a crash helmet or headphones and we aren’t crack addicts.’


			‘Yet.’


			It is truly a system to behold, a cost/benefit analysis without the human element.


			I say, ‘Maybe I’ll have a nervous breakdown, you could grope a client and get disbarred, then we’d be poor and insane – that would boost our case? And if the worse came to the worst we could always split up, they love a single parent.’ I laugh to myself at the craziness of it all.


			I look at her, but she isn’t looking at me and she isn’t laughing. She grabs her briefcase and heads off.


			‘See you later,’ I say to the closing door.


			


			I’m at the warehouse by eleven – where hundreds of plates sit waiting to be washed, caked in the remnants of celebratory food that has gone hard and rank over the weekend. This is my daily rhythm: tables, chairs, crockery, cutlery and glasses – sent out for hire in pristine condition, picked up in chaos, washed, wrapped and sent out again. It’s a living for the sick of life.


			‘I’m going to lunch.’ Valentine, who, at well over six feet with his massive shoulders, looks like a West Indies fast bowler, doesn’t look up from his glass polishing. ‘I’m going to lunch.’


			‘Heard you,’ he says. ‘Got your phone? I’m not answering it.’


			‘I’ll only be an hour.’


			‘Uh-huh.’


			‘Back by twelve.’


			‘Right.’


			‘Leave it to go to answerphone.’


			‘Okay.’


			‘If my dad comes in, tell him I’m on a delivery.’


			‘Okay.’


			I swipe twenty quid from the cashbox and head through the next-door printers to the high road. Vinod blocks my way.


			‘Need to talk to you about the rent.’


			‘Have a meeting. Twelve?’


			‘You said that yesterday.’


			I push past him and dive through the front door.


			‘Six hundred and twenty pounds, Ben.’


			‘No problem.’ But it is.


			


			‘Morning, Ben.’


			‘Andrea.’


			‘Guinness?’


			‘Please, darling.’


			She talks and pours. ‘How the flats going, love?’ Permed brunette Andrea has the height of a supermodel and the voice and Adam’s apple of a prizefighter.


			‘Still waiting for the bloody council to sort the planning permission out. Bastards.’


			‘Bastards. Still, suppose it gives you time to work on your house?’


			‘Sure,’ I say, settling on to a stool at the snug’s horseshoe bar. ‘Bloody planning.’


			This is my alter ego, relayed to the other members of the Professional Drinkers Club – all tradesmen, all Irish – in an effort to fit in. So, it’s early and I’m happily alone in the snug with a pint of Guinness, drowning my angst. I like the wood panelling, sticky floors and Irish company. I love that they think I’m one of them. It happened by accident, but I didn’t correct them and now I wax lyrical on everything from plastering to the Pope. It feels good being Catholic for a couple of hours a day, I like to try it on for size. It certainly beats the ignominy of hiring out catering equipment and I love the anonymity. It wasn’t easy, I had to earn this seat – five months in the public bar before I plucked up the courage to join them. I’m just beginning my second pint, when my mobile wriggles on the bar top like an upturned woodlouse. JONAH: SCHOOL.


			


			‘He’s fine.’ Jonah is grinning, looking over my shoulder toward the car park without blinking. His eyelashes could catch dragonflies. ‘Are you sure he was sick?’


			‘Mr Jewell, it was a projectile.’


			‘But he’s clean as a whistle?’


			‘Yes, but Miss Glen needs a dry cleaner.’


			I resist offering to pay.


			‘It’s the coughing that triggers it, he’s not ill. Seriously, look at him.’


			Jonah is jumping up and down at the door, following the manic formation flight of an advance group of starlings.


			‘I’m sorry, Mr Jewell. He has to stay off school for forty-eight hours following a sickness episode – it’s borough policy.’


			‘Brilliant. What am I supposed to do about work?’


			‘I’m truly sorry. Could his mother not look after him?’


			She’s new, Maria. Only joined at Christmas. I don’t know how she copes. She is pale-skinned, red-haired and willowy – very attractive in an ethereal way – but no physical match for Jonah and his gang of unpredictable classmates.


			‘Friday, then?’


			‘Yes, Friday, as long as he isn’t sick again,’ she says.


			‘And what about Cherrytree?’ The play scheme that he visits twice a week after school and on Sundays – a blissful day free from nappies. She grimaces.


			‘I’ll let them know Jonah won’t be coming.’


			Sentenced. No parole. ‘Okay, come on, Jonah.’ I reach for his hand, but he jerks it away, so I follow his skipping form to the car – dividing the coming two days into hours and minutes and seconds – and clench my fists in my pockets.


			


			‘No I can’t, Ben. I’m in court both days.’


			‘But you know Thursday and Friday are my busiest days. Can’t we at least do one each?’


			The pause and heavy sigh is the answer. She pushes some rocket leaves around her plate with a fork.


			‘What about your dad?’


			‘You know we haven’t spoken since Yom Kippur in September.’


			‘You’re both so childish. What you have to understand is …’


			Here we go.


			‘… that if I miss court, someone stays on remand; if you stay at home, someone may not get their fish forks. Do you want me to phone him, he’d love to see Jonah?’


			‘No. Have you finished?’ I ask, taking her plate. But she has me and she knows it and I can’t face her now, so instead I begin the washing-up – my rage as hot as the gushing water.


			‘I’m going to check on Jonah. Meet you in the lounge?’


			She’s back in seconds.


			‘He’s wide awake and the room stinks.’


			‘So change him.’


			‘Ben …’


			‘Tell you what, I’ll do it, shall I?’


			


			He’s not a baby any more, physically, anyway. As the years have passed I’ve watched other people’s kids developing quickly, dreading the inevitable day when – like a burn-up at the traffic lights – my son remains in neutral as they roar off into the distance. Month by month the chance of hearing words again grew fainter. Now he’s ten, statistically those words will never escape. His mind is like a dictionary with the pages glued together. I kiss his forehead and pull the duvet up to his chin. I don’t know if he sleeps at night, but as long as he’s quiet I can live with it. The trouble is he rarely is.


			Before I join Emma, I quietly dispatch the remaining half bottle of wine and return the empty bottle to the fridge.


			‘Is he all right?’ She’s curled up on the sofa. ‘Are we all right?’


			‘I’d say we’re all about the same, aren’t we? Sleepwalking?’


			‘Suppose a shag’s out of the question?’ she asks.


			I laugh, flute-like and nervy, and file it in the drawer marked ‘rhetorical’. It’s been months and her half-suggestions and hints leave stab wounds all over me. It’s not that she’s lost her attraction for me; it’s the possible result. The silent knowledge of her desire to extend our family, her outward broodiness in baby company. This has yet to become a full-blown crevasse between us, yet the cracks are appearing. Maybe if Jonah had been born second … She unfolds herself from the sofa, walks down the hall and into the bathroom. It’s the fourth time this evening, five minutes of sanctuary, I suppose.


			‘Could you get me another glass of wine?’ she asks when she comes back.


			‘It’s finished.’


			‘No, there was at least half left.’ She stares into my eyes.


			‘What?’


			‘You know what.’


			‘Suddenly I can’t have a glass of wine after dinner?’


			‘It’s what you seem to be unable to do after your glass of wine and your brandy or scotch. Don’t think I don’t realise why you’re always suggesting I go to bed early. I’m not stupid, Ben.’


			I’m not good at being caught, humiliated. It invokes silence, heavy with unwashed linen. We both know it’s my method of avoidance, but I don’t know if she suspects that her wriggling bottom – pushed into my groin in the early hours of the morning – feels like an attempted rape. There is nothing carefree about sex any more and a thick blue line appearing on a stick of piss-washed plastic may be her foremost desire, but it just might finish me off for good. It’s easier to fall back on a drink problem than admit I don’t share her wish. So occasionally I succumb, praying that my sperm have zero sense of direction and the motility of a sloth – they are, after all, mine.


			She goes to open another bottle and pours herself a glass.


			‘Ben, I spoke to a colleague today.’


			‘Oh, yes.’


			‘She specialises in educational tribunals.’


			‘And?’


			‘As it stands, she doesn’t fancy our chances.’


			‘And that fabulous piece of insight is worth?’


			She digs me in the ribs. ‘She said as it stands.’


			‘And how does it stand?’


			‘Us. Together. With the resources we have.’


			‘I thought this whole thing is about Jonah?’


			‘It is about Jonah. I showed her the letter; we discussed other cases – successful cases. There were commonalities, certain things that would help him.’


			‘Such as?’


			‘This morning’s conversation. Splitting up. They love a single parent, remember?’


			‘That was a joke, Emma, and not a good one.’


			‘Do you hear me laughing?’


			‘You’re serious? Pretending to split up?’


			‘It would be for Jonah.’


			‘Just for him?’


			‘Yes. But don’t tell me you think I’m loving life at the moment.’


			‘And you’ve noticed me tap dancing in between arse-wiping?’


			‘It wouldn’t be real, Ben, just a temporary arrangement until the tribunal is over.’


			‘That could be months. You’re being absurd. How would you cope with Jonah and work by yourself? And where would you move to in this charade? Next door? Wouldn’t it look a little suspicious?’


			‘I agree, it would. But single fathers are one of the commonalities I mentioned. Ben, for this to work, Jonah needs to be with you.’


			‘Just hold on a second, I don’t remember agreeing to the first part, the splitting up, let alone the idea that I could cope with him by myself. Emma, the two of us can barely cope together. To be frank, I’m not interested in either suggestion.’


			She groans. ‘But it would help our case.’


			‘Jonah’s case, you mean? Get the lawyers and judge to live with him, he’ll convince them inside an hour.’


			As if to hammer home the point, Jonah has rejoined us,


			‘Go back to bed, Jonah,’ I say. But my tone must have given away my irritation and he’s jumping so hard that the floor is shaking. Emma approaches him, calling his name softly, but as she closes in, he forces one hand into his mouth and smacks his head with the other, violently.


			‘Emma, keep away,’ I say as he swipes an empty wine glass off the table. It thuds on to the carpet and he kicks it. I throw my arms around him, but he slips my grasp and buries his teeth into my shoulder with force. I have to slap him on the head to get him to release me and it forces the tears from him. Emma moves in to console him and lead him back to bed. She kneels on the floor before him and grazes his chin with the gentlest of kisses. Jonah falls forward until their foreheads touch. I leave them like that and go in search of antiseptic cream.


			


			It’s half an hour before Emma returns, pale and yawning. She falls heavily on to the sofa beside me. ‘Are you okay?’ she asks.


			‘Yeah, just another souvenir. You’d better take a picture, I suppose.’


			She goes to our bedroom to grab the camera and takes half a dozen snaps of my red and punctured shoulder. One more for the album of cuts and bruises, smashed glasses, plates and picture frames – the supporting evidence of Jonah’s aggression and unpredictability, saved for a hoped-for tribunal – his antimatter CV. She hands me a glass of wine.


			‘I’m not doing it, Emma.’


			‘There is another solution,’ she says.


			‘What, a straightjacket?’


			‘To you living here by yourself with Jonah.’


			‘I’ve already told you, Emma, that’s not going to happen.’


			‘Ben, do you think you can survive this for another year, two, three, ten? I don’t think I can. Not to mention poor Jonah. He needs more than we can give him, more than is on offer at Maureen Mitchell. He needs and deserves better than this. He needs to be given the chance at a little dignity. He needs a residential placement, Ben, he needs the consistency, it may be his only chance.’


			I drain my glass.


			‘Ben,’ she continues, ‘we have to do whatever it takes, however painful it is in the short term. We have to do it for Jonah.’


			‘So what’s this other solution?’ I ask. Already feeling my need to please her overwhelming my sense of self-preservation.
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			Jewell
14 Oakfield Avenue
London N10 4RG


			


			23 January 2011


			Dear Ms Latchford


			Re: Jonah Jewell – change in domestic circumstances


			Unfortunately, Jonah’s mother and I have separated and Jonah’s care is now solely my responsibility. It has been decided that Mrs Jewell will remain in the family home, while Jonah and I will move in with my elderly father at the above address.


			As you will no doubt understand, this is a less than ideal situation – especially for Jonah – and I would be grateful if I could meet with you at your earliest convenience to discuss any help that may be available.


			Yours sincerely
Ben Jewell
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			‘So. I’m honoured.’


			Jonah pushes past his grandfather and, like a guided missile, heads directly for the kitchen.


			‘Coming in?’


			‘Just a couple of months,’ I say, ‘like I told you on the phone.’


			‘So.’ He opens the door wide and invites me in with a sweep of his arm. ‘What did you do?’


			‘Nothing.’


			‘Let her go without a fight then?’


			He turns and glides down the dim hallway. His wiry frame may have receded from its five-feet-eleven-inch zenith, but it remains erect and there is threat in the way he holds himself.


			‘JJ? Are you in my cupboards, already?’


			There is rustling and the crack of MDF against wood – Jonah is scavenging.


			‘What have you found? So! You like bagels, eh?’


			Jonah sprints past me into the lounge as I reach the kitchen and he claims the brown chenille sofa like an invading colonial power, a bagel lodged between his jaws.


			‘JJ, you can’t eat it plain. Let me put some salmon in it …’


			‘He doesn’t eat salmon.’


			‘This he’s told you?’


			The same old carousel. ‘I’ve tried, he spits it out.’


			‘This salmon? It’s from a delicatessen, or from a supermarket?’


			‘Neither, Alaska.’


			‘Always so clever. I’ll make him a salmon bagel.’


			His accent is no longer strong, but has a noticeable, lilting rise at the end of questions that has always hit me as disdain. It’s time to retreat.


			‘I can’t stay, I’ve got a load of things still to pack and bring from the flat. Can you look after Jonah, just for a bit?’


			He shrugs. ‘You’ll be back when?’


			I check my watch. ‘Two-ish?’


			‘It’s already midday. Get back by four. We’ll go walking, maybe see Maurice.’


			‘You sure?’


			He holds his hands to his chest – palms up. ‘What can happen?’


			I’m about to list the possible outcomes but he’s gone. I hear him humming from the kitchen. He’s enjoying this. I’m crying inside and desperate for a drink and my father is in his element. I check my watch: every minute I lose to his bagel-making is robbing me of some much-needed solitude. Finally, the perfect salmon bagel is ready and is being delivered to the lounge. Jonah is halfway through his first and flicks it nonchalantly behind the sofa as the second arrives. From the safety of the hallway I watch as his tongue makes contact with the smoked salmon. And now he’s eating it. Little bastard.


			‘Florsheim’s Deli, Temple Fortune. There, something else for your menu, eh, JJ?’


			Jonah doesn’t flinch as his cheek is pinched. I’d swear he is staring right at me. But I know better.


			‘His bag’s by the door,’ I call. ‘Dad?’


			‘Four. Not before, we won’t be here.’


			


			Three hours and twenty-two minutes at home. I’ll pack up in an hour, but I must sit down first. I want a drink, something to eat, but a disarming thought floats into my head: maybe I could stay the night? It could be a date – we could try proper sex and sleep through the night without the threat of interruption. But no, Emma will worry about Jonah, she’ll worry about my dad. Still, the idea of a secret liaison seems to flick my libido switch.


			I turn the TV on and the sofa devours me. I’m panicked by the notion of not seeing her for weeks, of being ignored, and – despite all evidence to the contrary – the efficiency with which this status quo has been engineered. I want to cry. Instead, I drink and pass out. In my stupor I hear chickens, cows, the triple-whistle of a shepherd. Some Wordsworth gives way to a chanting football crowd, the rising pitch of celebration, a gunshot, the clack, clack, clack of manual typewriter keys, more gunfire, the rousing, sweet scream of a boy soprano.


			My right arm is dead beneath my chin and glistens with saliva illuminated by the cathode glare of the TV. The walls repaint themselves green, then red, then blue and back to green. The sound is muffled by darkness. Darkness. I begin to make loose connections, but they’re transitory, almost imperceptible – like Jonah’s presence. Darkness. Dribbling. Dead limbs. Daylight. No daylight. Shit.


			I jump to my feet and invite the vertigo. Fall to my knees and scrabble for my watch on the floor. Hold its face to the light of the TV screen. Eighteen-fifteen. Shit, shit, shit. Should I phone? I stumble like a drunkard to the front door. Double back to the kitchen to slug from last night’s wine. Light a cigarette. Slug again. Glug. Drain the bottle. Shuffle the deck and deal my thoughts to the left, to the right. Pull them together. Shuffle again. Spread the pack. Demon thoughts are alcohol soluble. Additional vodka clears the remaining dregs. I grab my car keys from the table.


			


			The front door is open. Does he think it’s the 1950s? The single bare bulb burns circles into my vision, so I feel my way inside the house. The Van Gogh ‘Sunflowers’ block-print swings like a pendulum as I make contact with it and dust flies off like a Saharan sandstorm. The wrought-iron and glass telephone table eats a chunk of my shin as I try to blink away the floating white spots from my cornea. Who else but my father would swaddle an Edwardian terrace in brown and orange? The last remaining vestige of seventies minimalism in Muswell Hill.


			‘Hello. Dad? Jonah?’ The kitchen light is off. The lounge glows halogen from the peeping-tom streetlight. From the Bakelite radio the clipped tones of Radio 4 caress the ancient oak-hewn furniture. The ugly, obese dresser and dining suite, dark as ebony – its Marmite-varnished surface saved from scarring by crocheted doilies – dominates so completely that in the gloom it embodies some ancient gargoyle, a Golem carved by a wizened shtetl mystic bent on vengeance and vigilantism. I turn the light on and the radio off.


			‘Hello.’


			‘Up here.’


			‘Where?’


			‘Here. Bathroom.’


			He sits on a plastic garden chair next to the bath, massaging Jonah’s head with a green sliver of soap.


			‘So when did he get hair down there?’


			‘You didn’t have to bath him.’


			‘We had an accident.’


			‘Wasn’t he wearing a nappy? I left you the bag.’


			‘We were in the garden, so why should he always have to suffer the discomfort?’


			‘And I suppose crapping in his pants is comfortable?’


			‘He was just wet. I rinsed his trousers and put them on the radiator. They should almost be dry – it’s been three hours.’


			‘Look, I’m sorry I’m so late …’


			‘Did I say anything?’


			‘Not in so many words, no.’


			‘Not in any words …’


			Jonah starts laughing and stuffs his mouth with foam.


			‘You have bubble bath?’


			‘Washing-up liquid.’


			‘Jesus, Dad. He can’t eat that.’ I move sharply to scoop the bubbles from Jonah’s mouth. ‘It’s full of detergent and other shit, he’ll be ill.’


			Jonah reacts by sliding back and forth – the laughter stops. Waves of brackish water break over the bath and seek gaps between the lino and the skirting. I put my hand on his shoulder but he swipes it off and bites down hard on his own hand. My scalp is prickling. Singing calms him down – singing and dancing.


			‘Bu-de-bu-de-bum, bu-de-bu-de-bum, boo-di-boo-di-boo.’ Dad’s hands are raised above his head screwing in two imaginary light bulbs. Jonah is still splashing, but his face has relaxed, reverted to angelic. He makes rhythmic, guttural noises in time with his splashing and his eyes – shining – seem to be locked on to my father’s.


			‘Going to make myself a coffee,’ I say, leaving.


			The ancient kettle dances a jig on the hob as the water becomes steam and billows towards the whistling spout. The coffee, when I finally locate it in an unmarked earthenware container, looks archaeological and tastes as though it accompanied Dad from Budapest. I hear them pad down the stairs, Dad chatting to Jonah and answering for him as well. I stand in the kitchen sipping my coffee and hear Jonah chuckle. I am flooded with jealousy, not towards my father but towards Jonah. I enter the lounge like an intruder.


			Do they look alike? It’s hard to tell with Jonah’s heavy-metal hair. Do we look alike? I study them as they sit close on the sofa, examining the refracting light from Dad’s prize crystal paperweight.


			‘JJ, let us look at this closely. Now, what happens is this: the light that we think is white is actually made up of lots of different colours. How many? Well, I don’t know exactly but if we look really carefully, we can see them coming out of the crystal. Look, here.’


			Dad holds the crystal in front of Jonah’s face and twists it gently from side to side. At certain angles, a rainbow forms on his cheek. He reaches toward the crystal with his thumb and forefinger so, so slowly, like he’s pulling a thread through the eye of a needle, and gently plucks it from Dad’s hand. He doesn’t blink. Not just now – as he examines the miracle of splitting wavelengths – but ever. At least, I don’t think I’ve ever seen him blink. Even when I’ve tried to catch him – by clapping close to his face or clicking my fingers – he stares straight through. No reflex action, or just no fear? It comforts me to imagine the latter.


			‘Have I ever told you about this magic crystal before, JJ? No? Well, it’s been in the family for over a hundred years. It is made of Bohemia Glass, very famous and beautiful glass.’


			I carefully place my coffee mug on a doily. I’ve never heard the paperweight’s history before, just assumed – as with the rest of the tat in this musty house – it was bought on a whim and for too much money in some East London ‘antique’ shop.


			‘Dad, it’s well past his bedtime.’


			‘He’s happy, leave him be.’


			‘You want to deal with the fallout?’ The oversleeping, over-full nappy and shit-smeared walls.


			‘He doesn’t look tired, Benjamin. Anyway, you are not my lodgers, you are my family, so I will put him to bed.’


			‘He needs his medication …’


			‘Then maybe you should have arrived at four as I asked instead of spending the afternoon in the pub. He wants to hear the rest of the story.’


			‘He doesn’t give a shit about the story, Dad. He just wants to twiddle the crystal.’


			‘And how would you know?’


			‘How would you?’


			


			I sit in the lounge flicking channels, trying to time the changes to one a second. I check my phone for the umpteenth time, then attack his ancient whisky, stealthily, placing it back in the cabinet, silently, with the label pointing out. Old habits die hard. I amble around the room. Nothing of me has invaded this space – except in the ancient carpet stains and cigarette burns. To be fair, it is completely unadorned. With the exception of Jonah’s last school photo sitting on top of the television and the crystal paperweight keeping it company, it is barren. If we were Catholic, it would host an open casket perfectly, although the wake would have to be elsewhere. My dad has read thousands of books but refuses to keep a single volume; his music comes from the radio, his food from containers. Everything seems set up for a quick getaway, but he hasn’t been anywhere in years.


			I used to believe that this austerity was a guilt hangover from the rabid socialism of his younger self, but the colour scheme is more fascist tyrant than Trotsky. If you look ‘through the keyhole’ here, all you are likely to discover is the pain of being poked in the eye with a pencil. Through my musings, I’ve missed Dad standing at the door.


			‘He’s asleep. Now, have you eaten? You haven’t, have you?’


			‘I’m fine, just sort yourself out.’


			‘Not hungry? What, did you have one of those doner kebobs?’


			‘Kebabs.’


			‘Tsch. It’s all shit. You’ll have a piece of fish.’


			‘Don’t want a piece of fish.’


			‘You’ll have it.’


			I’m too tired to argue and thankful for the food, to be honest. He flits around the kitchen like a nectar-guided bee, opening foil here, plastic pots there, until a chipped dinner plate arrives – a scale exhibit of a Chelsea Flower Show garden.


			‘Florsheim’s. Eat,’ he announces, poking his fork in my direction, losing two cubes of beetroot on to his grey-stubbled chin.


			We eat, silently. We always ate silently, mealtimes could not have resembled a traditional Jewish family meal any less – and I’m surprisingly intrigued.


			‘Dad, why did we never talk during mealtimes?’


			‘Shush. I’m eating.’


			We do the washing-up his way, in a single sink-full of dirtying water. I get to dry with a formerly white tea towel and stack the dishes in wallpaper-lined cupboards.


			‘How’s Maurice?’ I try.


			‘Maurice is Maurice. He doesn’t change.’


			I haven’t seen Maurice for a couple of years. Apparently he is the first person Dad met on his journey alone from Hungary. Stopping in Maurice’s native Holland to recover, they stayed ten years before coming to London. Now Dad’s eyelids rise like theatre curtains and out comes the reminiscence. I’ve heard it all before, how Maurice ran errands for the working girls of Amsterdam before they arrived in England, how he helped Maurice start his shmutter business.


			‘You know, at least I had shoes when we left. Maurice? All he had were a couple of red tulips and a dose of the clap. Those tulips he gave to your Auntie Lilly, the girl he eventually married.’


			‘And the clap. Who did he give that to? Apart from Auntie Lilly.’


			My dad is the only person I know who smiles with a downturned mouth – he’d look more human standing on his head.


			‘Now, that, you would have to ask Maurice. Tea?’


			‘I’ve brought some proper coffee.’


			‘You’ll have to make it yourself, so you can make me a cup of tea at the same time. I’ll be in the lounge.’


			


			The light is off but the lounge is illuminated by the changing camera positions of a Newsnight special report.


			‘Turn the sound up if you want? I don’t mind,’ I say.


			‘No, it’s his voice, the sarcasm, him.’ He points. ‘Paxman. Reminds me of your mother, keeps me awake half the night.’


			‘You’re mad.’


			‘Am I?’ he spits back. ‘You are sitting here at the age of thirty-seven watching Paxman with your father in silence. You want me to turn it up or you want to sleep?’


			‘Don’t pull any punches, please.’


			He shrugs.


			‘Anyway, we’ve only separated.’


			‘Separated? Yes, like oil and water.’


			I can feel the lie churning up my dinner. How many times will I have to lie to him? To everyone else that trusts me? If we admit to the deceit, we’ll be criticised, or laughed at. I already feel too displaced to bear any scrutiny.


			‘More like the two Germanies. We were meant to be together and we will be again soon.’


			‘Believe me, they too would have been better off divorcing. And anyway, using that analogy, you would have definitely been the East to her West.’


			‘You think it’s permanent, don’t you? Since when were you such an expert on marriage? How many years ago was it that Mum left you? Twenty-five?’ He doesn’t take the bait.


			‘I am just saying that you are too much of an idealist. Things happen, Ben, things change. People change. It’s best to be prepared.’


			‘What are you saying, Dad?’


			He doesn’t reply. Jonah stands in the doorway clutching three slices of bread with a beseeching grin on his face. Dad beckons him in.


			‘Come, JJ, sit here with me and watch your grandma on the television.’


			Jonah skips to the sofa and sits, unable to believe his luck, and my father pulls him to his hip.


			‘Go to bed, Ben, you look tired. Leave him with me, we’ll be fine.’


			‘Sure?’


			‘Go, before I change my mind.’


			


			Even though the sound remains down, I can’t sleep. It’s not easy, sleeping in your childhood bedroom for the first time in almost twenty years; examining the half-removed stickers by the light of a streetlamp through curtains that never quite close or reach the sill. The mattress feels thin and the bed narrow and the sheets restrictive, tucked in as they are, army style. But most significantly, I am by myself in this single bed, which almost physically hurts.


			I like being a husband, was desperate to be a father. I lived a fairy-tale life in my head before I even met Emma and the fairy tale became real for two years. Then Jonah was born and it was fluffy clouds and sleepless nights. But as he reached three, the fairy tale revealed itself an imposter – the red hood fell away to show the Big Bad Wolf of autism.


			Lying here, this Sunday night, I feel cast adrift. There is insanity in this situation; even though it’s a charade, the fear is three- dimensional, lapping against the sides of the bed, undermining my stability. I have lost my compass in the haste of the move, my head spins, so I sit on the edge of the bed and stare at the Lowry print, counting matchstick dogs. In the bedside drawer I discover an old Bush transistor radio, still tuned to Capital Radio, as I’d left it decades ago. I plug it in and turn it on, half expecting songs from the seventies and eighties, to drag out a bit of melancholy in this evening of oddities – but all I get is hip hop. It takes me twenty minutes to dial a decent signal for Radio 4 and three seconds to dial my home number.


			‘This is horrible,’ I tell her. ‘What are you doing right now?’


			‘Just got in, ordered an Indian.’ She sounds drowsy, a little slurred.


			‘Bit late, isn’t it?’


			‘It’s only ten, Ben. How’s Jonah?’


			‘Eating smoked salmon.’


			I hear the entry phone buzz.


			‘Need to go, that’s my curry.’


			‘Speak tomorrow?’


			‘Ben, I can’t cope with going over it every night. Look. I’ll phone you. I’m being sent to Hong Kong in a couple of days, anyway. There’s a chance I may have to stay for a month.’


			‘A month! When were you planning on telling me?’


			‘Look, they only told me today.’ I hear her sigh. ‘Ben, you’re going to have to handle this, okay? You need to do the school visits, deal with the local authority, sort out the barrister. It’s all in the file – you’ll have to read it all.’


			‘You know I can’t bear to read about Jonah.’


			‘You can’t remain above this, Ben. This is not blissful and you cannot maintain the ignorance. You can’t just be his good-time dad.’


			That stings me. ‘Okay, okay. Where do I find this file?’


			‘I put it in the boot of your car. You have your father and we can talk about it by email. It’s not so terrible. Give Jonah a hug for me.’


			And she’s gone.


			I’m marooned, confused, disorientated. A month? She’s away regularly with work, but now? The timing stinks. I could be round there in ten minutes, but instead, I pad gently down the stairs and take the ancient bottle of whisky back to bed for company. Within minutes I hear the whumping of my father and son. They are at the top of the stairs and Dad’s still talking, talking his bollocks to the only person who’ll listen to him. Poor Jonah.


			‘JJ, did you enjoy yourself today? Were they nice to you at your play club? There are some things I need to talk to you about, but you must promise not to repeat anything I say. These things will be our secret, just you and I – here, give me your hand, we must shake on it. Good boy, where to begin? Your geography’s not so good, I think, so let me just explain a bit about our family.


			‘My grandfather, that’s your great-great-grandfather, JJ, was an important man. He was an educated man, a man of wisdom, but a man of few words. Rather like you, my little JJ, yes. He lived in a village, in Hungary, not far from the town of Balaton, on the shore of a beautiful lake. Our whole family lived there in peace for many generations. Anyway, Josip was a man of principle – rather like your father, JJ – and as a merchant he had many dealings with the local count, Szelezny – a decent-enough man, if a bit of a Jew-hater.


			‘I was born in Budapest – it’s two cities actually: Buda and Pest, divided by the River Danube but united by a great bridge. Well, JJ, the Friedmans – that was our name back then – were not unhappy there. We were a good family, a big family, your great-grandfather – my father – Louis, was a physician. That’s a doctor, and he had many patients and we lived well.’


			Friedman? Our name changed? In a rage, I jump from my own bedroom to Jonah’s. Only the sight of Jonah stops me from flying at my father.


			‘Can we help you?’ my father asks, looking me up and down. Then he continues as if I wasn’t there.


			‘Your father was born here, he’s English, but he was the first of our family to be born here – you are the second. I don’t know if you know this, but we are Jews – not an easy thing to be, but a good thing to be.’


			I slink away trying to work out how to confront him about this without killing him. Am I just some form of psychological experiment – withdraw all stimuli and see just how crazy you can make me? Why has he never told me this? Of course, I’ve asked about our family many times, but he just dismisses my questions with a flick of his left hand and four words: ‘gassed by the Nazis’. It’s as if he gets pleasure from having me floating around like an unanchored dinghy.


			When I was thirty, I spent months searching genealogy sites, Holocaust databases and historical accounts, yet found nothing. Now I understand why, because I had the wrong bloody name. As far as I knew until this evening, Georg Jewell just appeared out of thin air, or was crafted from clay like the Golem, and, by extension, so was I.


			I can’t face asking again, only to hear him evade my questions. I’d like to force it out of him with Sodium Pentothal and some gardening shears. I bury my face in the pillow. Let him tell his parables to Jonah and I’ll drink his whisky until I pass out.


			


			‘What day is it?’ I croak.


			‘Monday, here.’


			He passes me a cup of coffee. There’s milk in it and it’s horrible. I hadn’t passed out until four and I woke up in a panic, but Jonah is miraculously ready apart from his sweatshirt, which is back-to-front.


			‘Thank you, Dad.’


			The phone goes and Dad rushes to answer it, turning his back on me. I hear a muffled conversation and he returns with a jotted note.


			‘Jonah’s school wants to see you at noon.’


			‘I forgot,’ I groan. ‘The transition meeting. Was that them on the phone?’


			‘No. You want to send him away?’


			‘Was that Emma? Why didn’t you pass me the phone?’


			‘It was just a message. So you want to send him away to school?’


			‘We’ll talk about it later, I need a shower.’


			‘Answer me, Ben.’


			‘Later, Dad.’


			He shouts at me as I mount the stairs. ‘Emma won’t be there, so I’ll come with you.’


			I put my head round the banister. ‘No.’


			‘Yes.’


			‘No, Dad, I’ll talk you through it later.’


			


			‘This car is a disgrace.’


			‘It’s a working vehicle.’


			‘Why would you need a working vehicle?’


			He kicks his feet around the footwell; envelopes and empty cigarette packets fly up.


			‘Stop it, please.’ He takes off his seatbelt and bends to pick up a sheet of paper. I glance across – it’s a bank statement. ‘If you don’t drop that now, I’m stopping the car and you can walk home.’


			He releases the statement with a flourish and it floats back to the floor.


			‘Put your bloody seatbelt back on and when we get there, say nothing.’


			He mimes a zip across his lips.


			


			I am desperate to see Jonah in class, to witness the experts work their apparent miracles, but if he sees me, he’ll be distracted and it’s better if we both wait in the family room for Mrs Porter, the head teacher. We sit in silence, lukewarm drinks perched on our knees and the supposed evidence of Jonah’s progress before us in his recent school reports.


			Mrs Porter bursts in followed by Jonah’s class teacher, Maria, and a large blonde minute-taker.


			‘Sorreee, Ben.’


			I smile at her and greet Maria with a wave. The three sit opposite us.


			‘So how do you think Jonah is doing?’ asks Mrs Porter.


			‘That’s what we’re here for, you to tell us, so tell us.’ I look at Dad, firing little incendiaries of indignation at him. 


			Dad shrugs.


			Mrs Porter says: ‘I’m sorry, who are you?’


			‘Georg – Jonah’s grandfather.’


			‘Well, as you know, we’re here to discuss Jonah’s transition to secondary school at the end of this academic year.’


			‘Which secondary school?’ he keeps on.


			Mrs Porter glances at me, I nod.


			‘Well, the borough’s provision is growing all the time with a number of mainstream secondaries either already having integral units or opening them in September. However, given Jonah’s obvious limitations I think we would all agree as was stated in the borough’s letter that Maureen Mitchell School is the preferred option for Jonah.’


			Dad says, ‘He’s going to Maureen Mitchell then.’ We all look at him. ‘That’s it,’ he says.


			‘No he’s not,’ I say.


			‘Ben,’ Mrs Porter says, ‘Maureen Mitchell has been completely restructured in the last three years and it’s now the borough’s specialist autistic secondary provision. We have been working very closely with them and they will be using identical methods to us so it is, in effect, a new facility but an extension of here.’


			Dad is smiling, his hands folded contentedly across his stomach.


			‘Would you say, Mrs Porter, that Maureen Mitchell is as good as Royston Glen?’ I ask.


			Mrs Porter hesitates. ‘Well, of course it will take a little time for them to get up to speed. Roysten Glen has been operating for eighteen years now – but, with our help, Maureen Mitchell will avoid all the mistakes we had to make.’


			‘So, if I’m correct, what you are saying is that Maureen Mitchell isn’t currently as good as here and will take some time to achieve that level, yes?’


			‘Inevitably, I suppose that’s true, yes.’


			‘And it may take a couple of years?’


			‘Realistically, I suppose. But rest assured we are consulting with them on a regular basis.’


			‘Oh good, good – consultation. And do you think Jonah can afford to wait another two years for this new “school” to sort itself out?’


			‘Well, I …’


			‘Well let me put it another way. How long has Jonah been here?’


			‘Six years.’


			‘And when he arrived he was in nappies and as he’s about to leave he’s still in nappies. So after six years of the best specialist education the borough can provide, my beautiful son still cannot use a toilet. So tell me, Jenny, just what is this new, cobbled-together excuse for a provision going to do for my son when in six years you couldn’t get him to piss on a toilet.’ Mrs Porter looks indignant, while Maria seems crestfallen and I’m now full of shame. I like Maria; she cares about Jonah.


			‘But you know how different all these children are …’


			‘I don’t care, Mrs Porter. We’re talking about my son.’


			I scan down Jonah’s annual report, the paper shaking.


			‘Literacy, Numeracy, Science, Religious Education, Geography, History,’ I quote: ‘“This term, Jonah has really enjoyed learning about the Victorians.” That’s remarkable,’ I say, addressing Maria. ‘Dad was only telling me the other evening how he’d had a most enlightening chat with Jonah about the iniquities of the workhouse system. Jonah thinks it served them right for being poor.’


			‘No, I wasn’t,’ he says.


			‘Shut up!’


			Mrs Porter manages hurt and sympathetic in the same cock-headed grin.


			‘I’m sorry, Mrs Porter, Maria, he’s been happy here but he’s made no progress and this is his last chance for a bit of personal dignity. I want him to go to Highgrove Manor – it’s a residential school. Check the website, you’ll understand why. I love the way you have cared for my son, but understand, if he was “normal” and couldn’t read a word at the end of primary school, wouldn’t everyone be up in arms?’


			‘Ben, we all admire your devotion to Jonah’s future, especially given the recent change in your home circumstances, but we truly believe – as do social services – that it would be detrimental to remove Jonah from the community …’


			Dad nods his approval.


			‘A community of one …’ I say.


			‘A community he has grown up in and Maureen Mitchell will be an outstanding school, I can assure you. Have you visited it yet?’


			I grudgingly accept that I haven’t.


			‘Maria, could you get Ben a brochure?’


			Maria disappears for a minute or two, while Dad and I play ‘nasty-look tennis’. She returns clutching a folder and joins Dad and me as we head out the main door toward the car park.


			‘Mr Jewell?’


			Both of us look up.


			‘Ben, could I speak to you for a moment?’


			I hand Dad the car keys and he strides off, in a temper. Maria and I sit down on a bench by a small, oval patch of lawn with shrubs.


			‘I’m really going to miss Jonah,’ she says, staring at her shoes. ‘He’s so, so lovely.’


			‘He certainly is,’ I say.


			‘Often, I wonder how my kids would be if they didn’t have autism, because their personalities still shine through, despite all the tics and obsessions and difficulties. Don’t you find that?’


			‘Yes, I do, but I’ve always wondered if anyone else did or could.’


			‘One just has to look a little bit harder. I mean, Jonah …’ She stops, draws breath and looks up at me as if checking for permission to continue.


			‘Please go on,’ I oblige.


			Her voice rises and her eyes smile. ‘Well, Jonah I imagine ambling across the campus of some university, his crazy hair blown around by the wind, a very pretty, petite, long-haired girl chatting animatedly by his side. He is studying philosophy, or English, is regularly late for morning lectures and has a talent for making people laugh. Does that sound about right to you?’


			I turn away, not wanting her to catch the sadness in my eyes. Maria has just sketched out a perfect portrait of me as a twenty-year-old. She sees me in Jonah. It has never once occurred to me that such an inheritance could take place, as if autism breaks the chains of DNA as well as hearts. Maria’s insight, her care for Jonah, has opened my eyes. He’s not just my autistic son, he’s my son.


			‘Ben, have I upset you?’


			Her hand is on my shoulder. ‘Not at all,’ I say, reaching back to take her hand. ‘It’s just a little melancholy, that’s all.’


			We sit with our own thoughts for a minute or two. I can’t get the image of the student Jonah out of my head.


			‘Ben, look, I really think Jonah deserves and needs everything you’re trying to win for him. I would really like to help if I can.’


			‘Maria, that’s a very uplifting thing to hear, but it will put you in a difficult position, won’t it?’


			She nods in acknowledgement. ‘My phone number and email are on a piece of paper in the school brochure.’ She passes it over to me. ‘Really, if you need anything, help with Jonah, anything …’ She bites her lip. ‘I know that things are difficult for you and Jonah at the moment, so please don’t hesitate, okay?’


			‘Thank you,’ I whisper.


			


			I walk back to the car, clutching the glossy folder like a parking ticket. Dad mutters under his breath as I get in. The inside of the car windows steam up the moment I close the door.


			‘Bravo,’ he says.


			‘Could you possibly just shut up – for ever?’


			The next ten minutes, sat in traffic, are spent in silence, but I can sense his itching tongue. Finally, he has to scratch.


			‘Who hatched the plan?’


			‘What are you talking about?’


			‘This business, this sending-away business.’


			I actually try to pull my own hair out. Then light a cigarette.


			‘Are you trying to give me cancer? Put that out and answer my question, Benjamin.’


			‘No.’


			‘I have a right to know. I’m his grandfather.’


			‘Where do I start?’


			‘You can start by explaining why I haven’t seen you since Yom Kippur and all of a sudden it’s okay for me to be your landlord?’


			I turn the engine off again. ‘God, you’re just so obtuse!’


			‘From you, obtuse?’ he says, poking the finger. ‘I made something of myself without all the advantages I gave you—’


			‘Yes, you spent your life washing other people’s shit off crockery. Splendid.’


			That’s busted the anger and replaced it with shame. ‘Sorry, that was uncalled for.’


			His face has softened. ‘Maybe, but there is no lie in it. It’s not what you do, Ben, it’s why you do it. So, you’re unhappy running the business?’


			‘You’ve noticed?’


			‘I don’t need sarcasm when I try talking to you like an adult,’ he says.


			‘Dad, I am an adult.’


			And here is the point at which it always breaks down. I say the word, but do I believe it? Am I an adult? Do I want to be? I feel like a child that is desperate to join his older sibling’s party. Like the fourteen-year-old who got turned away from the X-rated film when all his peers got in. I look around at my friends, at Emma, and I’m bemused. How do they know what to do? How to act?


			I half turn to him. ‘Dad, why do I always feel as if I have to ask your permission to do anything? I even feel as though it’s your money in my pocket, or Emma’s money.’


			‘Benjamin, when you asked me to stop coming to the warehouse, did I not stop?’


			‘Not until Christmas, no. And before that, your weekly visits, Dad, looking over my shoulder, telling Valentine what to do, tutting, checking the deliveries.’


			‘But do I say anything?’


			‘You don’t need to say anything.’


			‘And do you like it more, when I’m not there?’


			‘I hate it less.’


			‘Ben, the business is not my son; you are. But even if I give you permission to stop being a victim, would you?’


			Bastard. ‘Now you’re my therapist.’


			‘And I don’t charge. But how is any of this Jonah’s fault? Why should you deprive us of seeing each other? To punish us? Why?’


			I look at the pedals and shake my head. ‘Yom Kippur, Dad.’


			‘Yes, I remember it, so what?’


			‘You turned on the business mobile.’


			‘What use is it off?’


			‘You answered it, you promised on my behalf, you made me leave my family at four in the afternoon on Yom Kippur – to deliver ten fucking tea plates to Knightsbridge. Why is my time so cheap? That bloody mobile phone is like an instrument of torture. Why do you always send me off like the hired help?’


			‘What? I should have phoned Valentine and ruined his day? And for this you punish me? So, again I ask, what’s all this rubbish about sending Jonah away?’


			


			Where on earth will I find some tranquillity? I sit on the closed toilet, smoking and drinking from a quarter of vodka, trying to read Heart of Darkness, but it’s a bit light for my current tastes. Through the plasterboard wall I feel the whump, whump, whump of the industrial dishwasher’s spinning rotor arm and hear the almost metallic notes of Valentine loading and unloading dinner plates. The sickly-sweet smell of two-day-old curry hangs in the air like a heat haze. I’ve turned the warehouse phone off.


			The cubicle door flies open, almost removing my nose.


			Johnny looks me up and down. ‘Didn’t anyone tell you it’s better to drop your trousers before you take a shit?’


			‘What the fuck are you doing here?’


			‘Valentine’s cursing you rotten. I’d be scared if I were you.’


			‘What are you doing here, Johnny?’ I say, closing my book, sliding the vodka into my pocket and dropping my cigarette on the floor.


			‘I was worried about you. You haven’t been returning my calls, you rude bastard.’


			‘I’ve had a bit of domestic trouble,’ I say.


			‘I know.’


			‘You know?’


			‘What can I tell you? Girls talk.’


			We leave the toilet and I peer round the door to check on Valentine.


			He spots me. ‘What you doin’?’


			‘Just popping out with Johnny for a bit. Business talk.’


			‘What about the washin’-up? Can’t do it all by myself, you know.’


			‘I’ll only be an hour.’


			‘Said that yesterday, never saw you again,’ Valentine says.


			‘Take your lunch now too, then.’


			‘Ain’t hungry, it’s only eleven.’


			‘Well … just do what you can. Bye.’


			Johnny is grinning. ‘You could do with some management training.’


			‘I could do with a pint. Come on.’


			


			 ‘You’re being very furtive,’ Johnny says.


			‘Sure you don’t want a pint?’ I ask.


			‘No, bit early for me. Anyway, what’s going on, Ben?’


			‘You probably know more than me.’


			‘Well, I know you’re at your dad’s and Emma’s going away …’


			I wince.


			‘What’s happened?’


			‘It’ll be fine, Johnny. She’s just going away for work.’


			He gives me a sideways glance.


			I drop my face to the glass of my pint and draw some Guinness into my mouth. Maybe I should confide in him? But he has a way of skewering my stupidity. Over the thirty-plus years I’ve known him, he’s never put a foot wrong – well, almost never. I am his foil and his vicarious escape.


			Only once have I been able to save him the way that he regularly bails me out. He wasn’t always so good with money. When we were sixteen I took a beating on his behalf over a poker debt he failed to pay. His parents would have killed him if they’d known how much he gambled; what he’d stolen and sold as a result. Whereas Dad accepted my excuse of a mugging and handed me a bottle of Dettol for my cuts.


			‘And what has Amanda told you?’ Johnny’s wife and Emma are best friends.


			‘Just that Emma’s exhausted, confused and at the end of her rope with you. Doesn’t sound like it’ll all be fine, Ben. Why are you smiling?’


			I hadn’t realised I was. But the thought of the shared secret of this conspiracy, of Emma’s apparent performance, somehow turns me on. Like, I guess, an affair would feel. The frisson of risk and excitement. And now I’m nervous that I may already have said too much, been too upbeat. I indicate to Andrea that I need another pint.


			‘What do you expect me to say?’ I offer.


			‘I just want you to know that I’m here for you, all right?’


			And now the guilt of deceit. ‘Look, Johnny … the thing is …’


			‘What?’


			‘It’s not real.’


			‘What are you talking about, Ben?’


			‘The separation. We’re only doing it to help our tribunal case.’


			‘It’s all an act?’ I nod. Johnny’s eyes look at me from the side, like he’s sizing me up, and his scepticism turns the ground beneath me spongy, infirm.


			‘It just seems, well, a bit extreme, if it’s all for show.’ Johnny backtracks, clumsily. ‘Just overheard Amanda on the phone to her, probably got the wrong end of the stick,’ he says.


			I just drink – to disguise my face and calm the agonising cramp of fear.


			‘Anyway,’ he says, ‘now you’ve got yourself into this ridiculous situation, is there anything I can do?’


			‘I could use some help with Jonah. Company would help.’


			‘No problem, Tom would love to see Jonah. Call me and we’ll make some plans.’ He glances at his watch. ‘Need to get back, but you will call me, won’t you?’
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