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To Claire, for everything




PROLOGUE




Headmaster’s Speech, King’s Scrivener Boys’ School, Warwick 16 June 1997


‘Thank you, Chairman of Governors, esteemed guests, governors, parents and last but by no means least, boys of King’s Scrivener upper sixth. Today for you is perhaps the most special of your entire career here at KS, marking as it does the close of a chapter, but also a new beginning for you all, one in which you will no longer be merely scholars but King’s Scrivener old boys. Henceforth you will join a fraternity that from its inception in 1765 has been at the forefront of making our nation great. King’s Scrivener old boys, young men like you, have gone on from this esteemed institution to become leading lights in the fields of science, the arts, law, medicine, finance, education and politics. King’s Scrivener has produced countless medics, academics and scientists at the top of their chosen field of study, along with Booker and Turner prize winners for work in the arts. In the world of politics KS old boys can count among their number members of government past and present, ranging from foreign secretaries to Chancellors of the Exchequer, not to mention two prime ministers.


‘King’s Scrivener old boys have lost their lives in wars to preserve peace, won Olympic gold medals in front of global audiences of millions, and saved countless lives with groundbreaking scientific discoveries. To my albeit admittedly biased mind, I can only conclude that wherever there is excellent work to be done, lives to be saved, history to be made and new frontiers to be explored, you will find a King’s Scrivener old boy giving of his best and embodying the spirit of the school motto, “Sic parvis magna”.


‘In keeping with this tradition, you young men of the upper sixth have produced the single best A-level results this school has ever seen, resulting in a record-breaking number of you heading off to study at some of the world’s greatest educational institutions. To single out any individual on an occasion such as this feels unjust, when you have all done so well. But as you know, it has been a longstanding King’s Scrivener tradition to honour our founding father, Sir Thomas Carmody, by awarding a prize to a single pupil in recognition of greatness across the sporting and academic disciplines. While it’s true to say that past winners of the Carmody prize have included a former head of MI6, a world renowned sculptor and a prominent media proprietor, it’s no less accurate to say that every Carmody prize winner – whether or not in the global spotlight – has gone on to some form of greatness. And so it is with no small amount of trepidation that I announce that the winner of the 1997 King’s Scrivener Boys’ School Carmody prize for outstanding achievement is …’
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Danny


‘You’re stopping my dole money?’


The employment officer sitting at the desk across from me here at Coventry Job Centre Plus – mid-forties, blond-highlighted hair and a permanent air of ‘This is hurting me more than it’s hurting you’ about her – nods.


‘I’m afraid you’ve left us with no other choice, Mr Allen,’ she says despondently. ‘According to our records you’ve been given several warnings both written and verbal that action would be taken if we failed to receive evidence of you actively seeking employment. That evidence hasn’t been forthcoming, therefore we have no choice but to—’


‘—stop my money?’


‘I know it’s difficult to hear, Mr Allen, but you must appreciate we only ever take action of this kind as a last resort.’


A half smile rises briefly to my lips at the use of the phrase ‘last resort’. It sounds like a holiday destination for people too broke to afford a real trip abroad, a Benidorm for the dejected, a Mallorca for the clinically depressed.


Maya is absolutely going to lose it when she finds out about this. She’s going to go through the roof. She always said this would happen if I didn’t sort myself out, and now it has. This could be the straw that breaks the camel’s back, the end of everything, the end of Maya and me.


‘What if I apply for a job right now?’ I say, grasping at straws. ‘I mean it, any job at all – I don’t care what it is, cleaning toilets, sweeping the streets, you name it, I’ll apply for it. Surely that’s got to make a difference?’


She shakes her head sadly. ‘I’m afraid in terms of today’s decision, Mr Allen, it won’t make any difference at all. The sanction comes into effect the moment you fail to respond to your third warning and I’m afraid it can’t be repealed under any circumstances.’


Brimming with rage, I shove my hands deep into the pockets of my jeans and scatter the contents one fistful at a time on to the desk in front of me: a fifty pence piece, a receipt for two jars of grilled peppers from Poundland, a bus ticket and a crumpled tissue. For her part my employment officer wordlessly evaluates the pocket detritus as if it’s an avant-garde art installation but I can see she understands what I’m saying, she understands completely. With eyes fixed on the pocket debris, she opens a drawer to her left and pulls out two crisp white business cards.


I take them from her one at a time and read them carefully. The first has contact details for Coventry Citizens Advice Bureau emblazoned across it and the second is for a local food bank called Helping Hands.


I am truly screwed.


She straightens up in her chair as if to say, ‘I think we both know that this is the end of the conversation.’ I consider tearing the business cards up as a final act of defiance but in the end even that seems too much like hard work and so instead I tuck them into my jacket pocket, scrape the rubbish from the desk into my open hand and thank her for her time.


Taking a seat on the low brick wall outside the job centre, I roll myself a cigarette. While I smoke it I marvel at sights of the city I call home on a grey January Monday morning: huge grimey lorries loaded with goods from continental Europe, an assortment of cars carrying solitary passengers lost deep in thought, daredevil motorcyclists weaving in and out of the traffic. Across the road a group of young Muslim college girls wearing brightly patterned hijabs are laughing and joking, while on my side of the pavement two young men dressed in sharp suits and reeking of mid-priced aftershave stride purposely towards me, talking intensely about targets and sales figures, barely registering my existence.


I’m going to have to get a job.


I know this but at the same time it feels like I don’t.


I’m going to have to get a job.


Maybe I should say it aloud instead of simply whispering it in my head?


‘I’m going to have to get a job.’


No, it doesn’t make any difference. I still don’t want to work. I don’t want to do anything at all. If I’m honest, all I really want is to be left alone.


There’s no physical reason why at the age of thirty-six I can’t work for a living.


I have two arms, two legs and the body that goes with them. Obviously with the fags, junk food and lack of exercise I’m not exactly what you might call a prime example of physical fitness but if I rocked up at my doctors’ surgery and asked to be signed off work due to poor health, I’m pretty sure they’d laugh me right out of the consulting room.


Equally, it’s not as though I couldn’t find a job if I actually tried. Only last week I saw adverts for vacancies for work in an abattoir, on a building site, six retail ‘opportunities’, half a dozen telesales jobs and a position as a trainee embalmer. There are jobs aplenty if you’re that way inclined. But I’m not interested in any of them and haven’t been for a very long time.


It’s not as if I haven’t worked in the past. I’ve had plenty of jobs in my time: bar jobs, cleaning jobs, cooking jobs, warehouse jobs, labouring jobs, retail jobs, telesales jobs, call centre jobs and (and this was my least favourite) a job filling large metal drums with cooking oil day after day. While most of the jobs I’ve had I’ve hated, there have been a number I’ve enjoyed (I have particularly fond memories of a job I had once planting bulbs for the Council’s Parks and Recreations Division) but the one thing they all have in common is that I never lasted more than a few months in any of them.


Employment and me do not work well together.


Employment and me do not get along.


The thing about work is that it’s a habit. If you do it enough. it sort of sticks so that you feel wrong if you’re not doing something. But when it doesn’t stick, if for example something happens somewhere along the way so that you don’t form that habit, and instead spend long periods of time barely going outside, let alone being part of the labour market, then work will inevitably always feel sort of alien. Like a thing that other people do. Like a foreign delicacy made of animal entrails that the locals love but you just can’t seem to drum up the appetite for. Even thinking about working makes me feel queasy.


This I know makes me sound a lot like I have no ambition. It presents me as almost having given up on life. It suggests that I’m content to just exist like some corpulent bluebottle basking in the sunshine on the windowsill of life. The thing is, I just don’t see the point in it all any more and haven’t done for a very long time. I don’t get it: why would you willingly spend a huge chunk of your finite time on earth doing stuff that ultimately amounts to nothing, spending day after day with people you can’t stand, in order to earn money to buy things you’ll never use? Wouldn’t you much rather be sat at home in your favourite old tracksuit bottoms and hoodie watching a compilation edition of Homes Under The Hammer while some other mug pays your way? I know I would.


I leave it until after Maya returns home from work and we’ve eaten tea to break the news to her about my money being stopped. When she inevitably says, ‘I told you this would happen,’ I nod and look away because it’s true. Her exact words to me a little over a week ago as we sat on this very sofa, watching this very same TV programme were, ‘The dole are going to stop your money if you’re not careful,’ to which I’d replied, ‘Think about it, babe, how many long-term unemployed people are there claiming dole? Do you really think they’re going to bother with me? I’d have a better chance of winning the lottery.’


It could be you.


I can feel Maya’s eyes on me, even though I’m not looking at her. I can tell she wants to know what I’m going to do about this. She wants to know that I have a plan. But the truth is I don’t know what I’m going to do about anything and I don’t have a plan. And so I keep quiet and she keeps quiet too, until we use up all the quiet in the room so that finally one of us has to say something.


‘What are you going to do?’ she asks. ‘What’s your plan?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Well, you should.’


‘We’ll be fine, I promise.’


‘How exactly? Have you got a secret stash of money I don’t know about? Isn’t it enough that I already pay for everything around here? Isn’t it enough that I’ve put up with this for so long?’


I turn my head towards Maya and our gaze meets awkwardly. While I’d been fully braced to see disappointment in my girlfriend’s eyes, I’m taken aback by the depth of it. It’s as if I’m looking into two vast tawny reservoirs of disillusion and regret. I think perhaps Maya is aware of how she’s feeling, because she is the first to look away. She hates herself for being hard on me. She thinks that somehow she’s letting the side down. She thinks that somehow she’s letting down the version of her that first fell in love with me. The version who, two and a half years earlier, when I’d informed her that I wasn’t really boyfriend material, had responded with the words, ‘We’ll see about that.’


She sighs and runs her fingers through her hair. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that, it was spiteful.’


‘But that doesn’t mean it isn’t true.’


She looks tired and ground down by life. ‘I think I’m going to have a bath and get an early night.’ She makes her words sound deliberately half-hearted as if to take the sting out of the fact that we both know an early bath followed by bed is shorthand for, ‘I can’t be around you right now.’


As she picks up our empty plates, I smile to make it clear that I’m grateful she’s even vaguely considering my feelings at this moment and she returns it in a perfunctory fashion before leaving the room. For a moment I wonder if I should follow her and reassure her that somehow things will be okay, that I’ll work something out. Before I can get to my feet, however, she’s back at the door, but only half enters the room, almost as if she’s afraid of getting sucked into the vortex of despondency lurking within.


‘Danny?’


‘Yeah?’


‘I know you might not want to see it this way but I’ve been thinking this could be exactly what you need. I hate that you’re stuck is this pokey flat all day, every day. I hate seeing you wasting your life like this. There’s so much that you could give the world if only you’d try, so much that you could do if only you wanted to.’


I thank her for being so kind because it is nice of her to try and see the world from my point of view, when it’s probably the last thing she wants to do, but once she’s gone from the room and I hear the bath running, I make a special effort to delete every word she’s just said from my mind. I adore that woman, I really do, from the hairs on her head to the ends of her toes, but she’s wrong about me having anything to offer the world. She’s wrong about the difference trying hard would make to anything at all. What she doesn’t understand is that even if I got a job tomorrow, one that paid well, engaged me on every level and handed me back my self respect, nothing about me is ever going to change, not now, not ever. Some people are simply beyond redemption or salvation or whatever, some of us are simply stuck being what we are.




2


James


‘But I asked you not to do that.’


‘Do what, darling?’


‘Cut up my food.’


‘Oh, I am sorry, have I done it the wrong way? Is that the problem?’


‘I have asked you lots of times not to do it and you have just carried on. I am thirty-six years old. I am a grown man. I can cut up my own food.’


It was last Monday when I reminded my mum, Erica, not to cut up my food before she brings it to the table.


I know it was a Monday because my dad, Don, and my mum, Erica, and I were having lamb chops, potatoes and broccoli. We always have lamb chops, new potatoes and broccoli on a Monday. On Tuesdays we have baked salmon, new potatoes and broccoli. On Wednesdays we have chicken, mashed potatoes and broccoli. And I think that if I thought about it for long enough, I could probably remember what we are having for supper for the rest of the week too.


Anyway, last Monday my mum, Erica, put my food in front of me already cut into tiny pieces and I said, ‘Mum, please don’t cut my food up when you bring it to the table. I can cut it up myself.’ And she said, ‘Of course, next time I won’t.’ But when next time came around, she just did it again.


My dad, Don, says my mum, Erica, sometimes forgets things because she is a bit run down and needs an early night. And because I sometimes forget things too since The Incident, I try not to make it into a big deal because I know that she means well. So that is why I did not say anything all the other nights she carried on chopping up my food. But when she did it again just now, I felt as if I had just had enough. I felt like I did not want her chopping up my food any more. It was okay for her to do it when I was getting better but I am stronger now and can cut up my own food.


‘Of course you can cut up your own food,’ says my mum, Erica. ‘I’m such a silly to forget like that. I promise it won’t happen again.’


Everything goes back to normal after this. My dad asks my mum about her plans for the rest of the week and my mum asks my dad the same question, and they chat away to each other until I ask my mum to pass me the salt.


‘I’m not sure you should be eating so much salt,’ she says, ‘it’s not good for you.’


‘But I like salt on my food.’


‘I know you do, darling, but my GP is forever telling me to cut down on my salt intake because it’s not good for my blood pressure, so he’s bound to say the same about you. I’ll get you the Lo-salt if you like. I haven’t seen it for months on end but I’m sure it’s in one of the cupboards somewhere.’


As she gets up from the table to get the Lo-salt, I say, ‘Why?’ and she turns around.


‘Why what darling?’


‘Why would your GP say the same about me? I have not got high blood pressure.’


My mum, Erica, and my dad, Don, look at each other then at me. Dad says, ‘I think what your mother is trying to say, James, is that we all probably need to cut down on our salt intake. Isn’t that right, darling? I mean my blood pressure is fine but then again, cutting down on my salt intake won’t do me any harm.’


I push out my chair so that I can stand up. This is quite difficult for me to do because my right leg does not work as well as it used to.


‘Where are you going?’ asks Mum.


‘To my room,’ I say. ‘I am not hungry any more.’


Dad says, ‘James,’ in a voice that sounds as if he is really tired, and Mum says, ‘No, Don, it’s all right. Let him go,’ in a voice that sounds a lot like she might want to cry.


The next day after breakfast my dad and I go out in the car to Stratford-upon-Avon to run some errands while my mum has some quiet time. My parents and I live in their farmhouse in Stow-on-the-Wold. Before The Incident, when I was just about to become an MP, I lived with my girlfriend Zara in a penthouse apartment in the centre of Birmingham. The apartment was in one of my own developments from when I used to be a property developer. Now though, I live with my mum and dad and I am not an MP or a property developer, and Zara is no longer my girlfriend.


Today is a Thursday.


My dad, Don, used to work in finance but he does not now because he is retired. He used to work in The City and was almost always away from home even at the weekends. These days he is at home all the time and mostly mows the lawn and plays golf with friends and takes my mum to all the places she wants to go.


When I asked my mum, Erica, what she would do with her quiet time while dad and I were out, she smiled and said, ‘I’m sure I’ll find something to occupy me.’


In the car my dad listens to the radio. On the radio two women are talking. At first my dad, Don, seems fine listening to the two women talking but the more they say the more he sighs. When one woman on the radio asks the other woman on the radio how important the role of breastfeeding is to her as a young mother, my dad sighs and switches it off.


‘I’m as much a man of the world as the next fellow,’ he says, ‘but I genuinely have no idea why they feel the need to talk about that sort of thing on the radio. Can’t they just chat about books or tell us something interesting about history? Why does everything these days have to be about bodily functions?’


I am not sure if my dad wants an answer because it is not clear from his voice. I have not got anything to say anyway so I decide to keep quiet and look out of the window.


Where we live in Stow-on-the-Wold there are lots of trees and the roads are narrow and everything is very green. But soon all of that is left behind and there are lots of houses, shops and petrol stations and the roads are big and wide. When I lived in my penthouse apartment in Birmingham, I was so high up that I could see all across the city. It was a lovely view during the day but it was absolutely at its best at night because the city looked like it went on forever.


‘You know you shouldn’t have spoken to your mother like that,’ says my dad as we sit at traffic lights. ‘She was very upset by what you said.’


‘All I said was that I did not want her to cut my food up any more.’


‘I know, son, but your mother … she’s … well … I suppose what I’m trying to say is that she tries her best, you know that, don’t you? And well, I think perhaps we shouldn’t have any more outbursts like that.’


‘But I was just telling her that I did not want my food cut up.’


‘I know you were, James, and I understand that completely but your mother’s not like you and me, is she? She’s well, you know, sensitive and so all I’m saying is whatever that was yesterday, let’s try not to do it again, okay? It’s just not worth the botheration.’


I say, ‘Fine okay,’ because I do not really want to talk about it any more and then he turns the radio on again. The first woman on the radio has stopped asking questions about breastfeeding and is now talking to a different woman on the radio about being a political activist in Iran. My dad grins at me and pretends to wipe sweat from his forehead. I think this might be a joke about breastfeeding, but then again I am not sure.


In Stratford-upon-Avon we run errands that my mum, Erica, has scribbled down on a sheet of paper for my dad, so that he does not forget them. Dad will be sixty-seven on his next birthday and is always saying his memory is not quite what it used to be. Whenever he says this, I always think to myself, ‘Well, at least it is not as bad as mine.’ I never say this out loud though, because I do not think he would find it funny. My parents never joke about The Incident. In fact, if they can help it, they never talk about it at all.


On my mum’s list are things like picking up an Internet order from Waitrose, getting spare keys cut for the lock for one of our outbuildings, buying cards for some family members who have birthdays coming up, returning a cardigan that she bought from Laura Ashley which on second thoughts she decided made her look like ‘mutton dressed as lamb’, and picking up some broccoli from the Sainsbury’s local for tonight’s supper.


As we leave the supermarket with our broccoli, my dad, Don, tells me about the last item on the list.


‘I need to pick up mum’s necklace from the jeweller’s,’ he says. ‘You know, the one I’m getting her as an anniversary present.’


My parents have been married for a long time. I cannot remember how long but it is long enough for them to be having a big party to celebrate. They are inviting lots of family and friends and it is being held at their favourite Italian restaurant in Broadway which is not very far from where we live.


I am not looking forward to it.


I do not like parties.


I do not like to be around too many people at once.


It makes thinking even harder.


Dr Acari, my neurologist, once tried to explain to my mum, Erica, what it is like to be me in a room crowded with people. He said, ‘Imagine trying to say your thirteen times table while half a dozen people are shouting in your ear and you’ll not be far off the mark.’


Dr Acari is right. It can be a lot like that. I think it is also a lot like trying to remember what you had for breakfast two weeks ago while a wasp buzzes in your ear.


Before The Incident I was the Labour MP for Birmingham South. Well, when I say that I was an MP, what I mean is that I was elected. Because of The Incident I never got to make my maiden speech in parliament. This makes me sad when I think about it because I think I would have been a good MP. And I think I would have made a good speech too.


Before I became an MP I was the managing director of DeWitt and Partners. It was a property development company.


My company used to turn old office blocks into residential apartments.


I do not work in property development or have ambitions to be in politics any more.


Mostly I just sit in my room watching DVDs.


My five favourite DVDs to watch are:




	
Friends (box set)


	Die Hard


	The Matrix


	The Bourne Ultimatum


	Bad Boys II





In the jeweller’s Dad shows me Mum’s necklace. I tell him she will love it because it is exactly the sort of thing she likes. Mum has lots of jewellery like it already and I tell Dad that he has chosen well. The lady in the jeweller’s asks me if I think my mother will like it but because my speech is so slurred, she has to ask me to repeat what I say. Ashley, my speech therapist, says that even though my voice sometimes sounds fine in my head, it can come out slurred. I am a lot better than I used to be though. I used to be a lot worse and not even my mum, dad or my sister Martha could understand me.


In the car on the way home Dad tells me how he is going to present the necklace to Mum on Saturday at their wedding anniversary party and then tells me the story again of how they met.


It was at a summer ball.


My dad, Don, and my mum, Erica, were both at Oxford University.


My dad, Don, was studying Economics and my mum, Erica, was studying Art History. At the summer ball Dad asked Mum to dance with him, even though he could not dance. Dad stepped on Mum’s toes a lot of times during that dance but Mum did not let on that he had hurt her feet until they were married four years later. ‘And now here we are,’ says my dad, and he laughs like he has made a joke.


I cannot help thinking that what my dad, Don, means is that because Mum did not tell him he was hurting her feet forty years ago, he is sitting in a car with me. If Mum had told him that he was hurting her feet, he could have got embarrassed and then I would not be here and my dad would be in a different car with a different son called possibly James or more likely something else.


That evening at dinner my mum, Erica, does not cut up my food and she does not do it the evening after either. But the evening after that, as Dad and I sit down at the table, she presents me with a meal of baked cod, potatoes and broccoli already chopped into little bits. I look at Dad and Dad looks at me, but neither of us says a word.
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Danny


After my performance on my last visit, I had seriously considered donning a large hat, dark pair of sunglasses and fake beard for my tail-between-the-legs return to the Job Centre. But as I enter the building and walk past the fake potted palms, I quickly come to realise that not a soul cares that I am here. Instead there’s just the usual queue of depressed-looking jobseekers waiting to sign on and a number of equally depressed-looking employment officers – stares set to a thousand yards – waiting to assist them.


The reason for my return is simple: I’ve come to terms with the fact that I need a job, any job, if I’m going to stop Maya leaving me. The truth is, I’m well aware that even her saint-like qualities can only be pushed so far before she breaks and as it is, I already feel as though she can barely look me in the eye any more, knowing that I’m no longer even contributing the little that I had to cover our joint expenses.


As I scan my surroundings, my eyes lock on the large touch screen to the right of me. I’ve lost count of the number of times that the existence of this computer has been pointed out to me by Job Centre staff, only for me to diligently ignore it. But today I don’t disregard it, today I make it my sole destination, and as I stride purposefully towards it I feel strangely hopeful.


I wake the computer screen with a gentle tap and it’s only the matter of a few more taps before I’m presented with my first potential job … for a full-time sheet metal worker/welder. It’s in the south of the city so travelling wouldn’t be a problem and the pay is pretty decent too. If I only knew what sheet metal working was or even had a rudimentary knowledge of welding, it would’ve been the perfect position for me but as it is, it’s no use at all. As I scroll past vacancies for hairdressers, office managers, poultry unit supervisors, credit controllers and forklift truck drivers, it dawns on me that I’ll be here all day unless I narrow down my search parameters. And sure enough the moment I do, a more suitable opening presents itself: ‘Trainee care home assistant, Kenilworth, no experience necessary, training given, pay rate: minimum wage. Please quote ref: QF300BAFSD.’


Even though I’m not exactly sure what’s involved in being a trainee care home assistant, I’m cheered by the fact that this job is reasonably local (Kenilworth is only about half an hour away from town) and, more importantly, doesn’t require me to have any skills whatsoever and so, rather than skipping through to see if anything else catches my eye, I decide that this is it, and press the on-screen print button. Moments later a sheet of paper with the reference and contact details of the employer splutters out from a nearby printer and, after filling in my personal details with a barely working Biro, I take it over to the advice desk. Only when it’s too late for me to turn back, however, do I realise that today the desk is being staffed by the same Job Centre employment officer who stopped my dole money.


‘Can I help?’ she says, thankfully choosing to pretend that we’ve never encountered one another before.


‘I’m interested in this job,’ I say, handing over my sheet of paper. ‘Is it still available?’


‘I can check if you like,’ she replies. ‘If it is, would you like me to call and book an interview for you?’


‘That would be great if you wouldn’t mind.’


‘Of course,’ she says, nodding coolly. ‘I won’t be a moment.’


As my nemesis disappears behind an office door marked ‘Staff Only’, it occurs to me that given our last encounter, she is highly likely to toss my information into the bin and make herself a cup of tea instead. True to her word, however, she re-emerges from behind the door in less than a minute and as she returns to her desk, she even smiles in my direction.


‘You’re in luck, Mr Allen. Not only is the position still vacant but I’ve managed to secure an interview for you for this afternoon at one o’clock.’


My stomach ties itself in a million knots at the very thought of it. Much as I desperately need a job, it’s still something of a terrifying prospect now that it’s close to becoming a reality. My every instinct tells me to run and hide, and only stops when I picture myself giving Maya the good news.


‘Yes,’ I say as my stomach continues to churn. ‘One o’clock is fine by me.’


According to the blue and green sign beside the main doors, Four Oaks is a long-term respite and residential care home. The building itself looks exactly as I’d expected, a fairly modern two-storey block set in relatively attractive landscaped grounds. It looks just the sort of place where an anxious family member could leave a relative and not feel overly guilty as they watched their loved one waving goodbye to them in the rear-view mirror as they drove away.


After buzzing my way into the home, I explain at reception who I am and who I’m here to see, and the cheery receptionist picks up her phone and informs the person on the other end of my arrival. After a short wait a freakishly tall, acne-ridden man some ten years my junior appears in front of me. He’s wearing an ill-fitting grey suit – too short on the arms, too long on the legs – and smells strongly of freshly sprayed deodorant.


‘You must be Danny,’ he says, shaking my hand. ‘I’m Dean Tromans, trainee deputy manager here at Four Oaks. If you’d like to just follow me, I’ll introduce you to my colleague, Pat.’


I’m led along a long corridor, the air of which reeks of pine-scented disinfectant, to a door marked General Manager. Sitting behind a desk near the window is a plump middle-aged lady with short dyed red hair.


‘You must be Danny,’ she says, shaking my hand. ‘I’m Pat, General Manager of Four Oaks. Please take a seat and we’ll get things started.’


Over the course of the interview, Pat and Dean ask me precisely two questions: do I have a UK passport and when can I start? Other than that all I do is respond to their request to tell them a bit about myself. I tell them what I always tell people. I tell them how I’m a local lad through and through and then move on to discuss my distinctly lacklustre education and extremely patchy work history. I’m also pretty frank about why I’m applying for the role (‘I’m broke,’ I explain, ‘the dole cut off my money this week and if I don’t bring in some cash soon, I’m pretty sure my girlfriend’s going to leave me’), and equally blunt about my cluelessness with regard to what this job actually entails (‘I’m guessing it’s looking after old people’). It’s almost as though nothing I say can take the shine off their enthusiasm for me. ‘Sometimes, Danny,’ says Pat as she idly picks at her nail polish, ‘it can take people a while to discover their true vocation,’ and then Dean adds, ‘Sounds to me like someone’s just found themselves the career they never knew they’d always wanted.’


There’s an awkward pause before Dean glances at Pat and then leans forward, resting his chin on his hand, and his elbow on his knee. ‘I hope I’m not speaking out of turn here,’ he says with a smile, ‘but I think it’s safe to say that you, Danny, are absolutely one hundred per cent the right person for us. Wouldn’t you, Pat?’


‘He couldn’t be more suited,’ says Pat.


‘In that case, Danny,’ says Dean, sitting up straight in his chair, ‘I have no hesitation in saying that we’d like to offer you the position of a grade two temporary trainee care assistant. So what do you say, Danny? Would you like to become a vital member of the Honeywell International stable of residential care homes?’


The fact that Pat and Dean aren’t even remotely put off by anything I’ve said makes it abundantly clear that the interview process has been little more than a cursory check to make sure that I have the requisite number of arms and legs needed for the job while double-checking that I’m desperate enough to accept their exploitative working conditions (zero hours contract, two days of compulsory unpaid training, and unpaid lunch breaks), which of course I am. I also get the feeling that Pat and Dean have in recent times interviewed an awful lot of people for an awful lot of jobs, suggesting a regular turnover of staff because of appalling working conditions. I want so desperately to tell Dean and Pat what they can do with their job that it hurts, but I can’t because this right here is my last chance, and no matter how awful it might turn out to be, I need this job badly.


‘I’ll take it,’ I say, and I go to smile in Pat’s direction but I can see behind her lifeless expression that she’s already switched off, more than likely thinking about the next poor sucker she and Dean will have lined up to take my place when I leave.


When I reach home, I’m a little unsure about what to do with the rest of my day. Maya’s on a late shift at the call centre and won’t be home until after eleven, and so I have a good six hours or so to kill before she comes through the door. Even though part of me feels like celebrating, because for the time being at least I seem to have averted disaster, I’m oddly reluctant to text Maya. After all, it’s not as though I’ve just scored the job of the century. We’re not suddenly going to be rolling in cash just because I’ve got some low-paid job wiping strangers’ arses. We’re not going to morph overnight into one of those deliriously happy couples you see in magazine adverts just because I’ve managed to fix one item from a long list of things that are wrong with me. In fact, chances are things are more likely to get worse between us rather than better, especially once Maya realises that working hasn’t changed me, that I’m still broken inside, that there really is no hope for me.


And yet despite all this, I do feel sort of good about myself, or at least enough to want to share my news with someone who might care. Helen was always great for times like these. Occasions when you want to celebrate something that isn’t really much of a big deal to anyone but you. I remember the first time I took my driving test. I was eighteen and not particularly car minded and so it was no surprise that I failed. When I came home to break the news, however, the first thing I saw was a huge banner that Helen had made from an old bed sheet and then hung out of the bedroom window. On it she had painted the words, ‘Well done, Danny!’ for all to see and even though I’d failed, she never once stopped encouraging and assuring me I’d do better next time. When I returned home from my second failed driving test, that same banner was hanging in exactly the same position and when I broke the news of my failure, Helen gave me a hug and told me she reckoned I must only have failed because I’d had a really strict examiner. When I finally passed on my third attempt, I hurried home to tell everyone and sure enough that same banner was hanging from the upstairs window. I’ll never forget the way she reacted to the news that I’d finally passed. She was happier than I was, laughing and crying at the same time as she hugged me out in the street. It’s the best feeling in the world knowing there’s someone in your corner. That no matter what and no matter how badly you mess up, they will always be on your side.


If Helen were here now she’d be happy for me, just like she was then. She might even have hung a little ‘well done’ banner from the window of the flat or perhaps, given that she’d be older, brought out a bottle of champagne. She would’ve told me this was the beginning of something special, that this was proof I could do anything I wanted if I just put my mind to it. I think if she’d said that, I might actually have believed her too.


But Helen isn’t here. If she were, I would never have got myself into this mess in the first place. I would’ve been somewhere else, someone else, living the life I’d been meant to live, instead of the flimsy imitation I’d scraped together over the years since she’d gone.


I was never going to see Helen again. She was gone for good. There wasn’t a day that went by when I didn’t miss her. Without her there was no one I could share this tiny achievement with, no banners, no hugs and no smiles. Without Helen, there was no one in my corner at all.
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James


I am watching Friends.


It is the episode where Chandler sees Rachel naked in the shower.


I am watching Friends on the TV in my bedroom at my parents’ home. The TV is in the corner of the room next to the window. I am sitting in a worn leather armchair.


I have seen this episode of Friends a million times but it still makes me laugh.


It is very funny and it makes me laugh because I know what’s going to happen. I know that Chandler will accidentally see Rachel naked. I know that Rachel will try and see Chandler naked but will end up seeing Joey instead. I know that Joey will try to get revenge on Rachel and will end up seeing Monica naked. I know that Monica will try and see Joey naked and will end up seeing Joey’s dad in the shower instead. I know all this and yet it is still funny. I know all this and this is the way I like things. I like to know what will happen next. I know all this and yet I still cannot stop myself getting annoyed by the racket coming from downstairs. A racket of raised voices.


I need to find out what is going on.


I lean towards my good side and push myself up and out of my chair. It is a leather chair. The leather feels warm underneath my hand because the sun has been shining on it all morning and the chair is next to the window. This is my favourite spot. I feel calm watching Friends. It is a really good TV series and when I watch it, I feel like nothing can bother me. I like knowing what will happen next. I like that it is predictable.


I watched Friends all the time while I was recovering from The Incident. It made me feel better.


As I come down the stairs, I hold the banister tightly.


My mum, Erica, says my balance is getting better all the time but I am not so sure. I have fallen down the stairs in the past. I haven’t hurt myself too badly. Just a few bruises, my mum said. No broken bones. I take my time coming down the stairs. I have to be careful. Sometimes I forget the bottom step. It is like I think I know where the ground is and then it turns out that I do not know at all. Sometimes I look down at my feet and check to see if the floor is still there, even if I am not going downstairs.


I think it pays to be safe sometimes. I think it is good to be careful.


The closer I get to the kitchen, the more I can work out who the raised voices belong to. The loudest is Martha’s. Martha is my sister and she is younger than me but right now I cannot remember by how much. She works for the BBC. I am not sure what she does but I think it is pretty important. Martha is using her loud voice. She tells my parents that they are using James as an excuse. In a slightly less loud voice Dad tells Martha she is talking nonsense.


I am James.


My name is James.


They are either talking about me or possibly someone else called James.


I think they probably are talking about me though.


My mum uses her loud voice to tell Martha that she is being too hard on James. Martha tells my mum that she is not hard enough. She says, ‘You keep treating him like he’s a child but he’s not. He’s a grown man, Mum, and he can handle three weeks without you!’ and then mum says sharply, ‘Martha! That’s enough!’ Then it all goes quiet and I hear someone crying.


It is my mum who is crying.


I am definitely the James they are talking about. My mum, Erica, always cries when anyone says anything bad about me.


When I come into the kitchen, Martha and Mum are hugging. Dad is standing next to them with his arm around Mum’s shoulders. When they realise I am in the room, they all stop what they are doing and pretend to be normal. Mum dries her eyes, Dad runs his hand over the silver-grey hair on his chin … his beard … he runs his hand over his beard.


It is mostly grey, his beard, and every other day he shaves near his neckline because if he does not, his neck gets itchy and my mum will tell him to stop scratching at the dinner table like a farmyard animal.


My family are pretending to be normal because I am in the room but I know they are not being normal.


Mum kisses my cheek and plucks a tissue from her sleeve. She dabs at my face with the tissue, wiping away any trace of her lipstick. Dad asks me if I would like a cup of tea and Martha kisses me on the cheek too, only she does not wipe away her lipstick afterwards. When she is not looking, I touch where she put her lips. It feels sticky but in a nice way. Like she has left part of her kiss behind for me to find later tonight, when I am in bed and dropping off to sleep.


Martha tells me that she had been on her way to see a friend in Leamington when she decided to pop in and say hello.


‘Which friend?’


‘What?’


‘Which friend were you visiting?’


‘Liza.’


‘She’s blonde and smokes.’


Martha nods. ‘Yes, that’s Liza.’


‘I like Liza.’


‘I know you do.’


‘I do not like her smoking though.’


I want to ask Martha why she and my parents are talking so loudly that I cannot hear Friends. I do not ask this question though, because no one is talking loudly any more and because I think I know the answer anyway.


My guess is they were talking loudly because of yesterday – my parents’ fortieth wedding anniversary – yesterday when Martha gave my parents a present that I did not like.


My mum, Erica, and dad, Don, didn’t like it either.


In fact, the only person who liked it was Martha.


She thought it was a perfect present.


The party was at an Italian restaurant in Broadway. A lot of family and friends came. I am not very good with crowds. Too many people. Their talking makes me tired. A lot of people said I looked well. Much better than when they last saw me. They said that it was a good sign. That it showed I was a fighter. My uncle Terry told me I made him proud. I told my uncle Terry that I did not feel proud but I did feel tired. He did not laugh, even though it was a joke. I think sometimes people hear how I talk or see how I walk and think I cannot tell jokes.


I can tell jokes.


Rachel is my favourite one from Friends. She is beautiful. I would maybe like to be her boyfriend one day.


I was sitting at a table with Mum and Dad and Martha and my uncle Terry, and my great aunt who lives in an old people’s home. The food was nice and there was lots of it. I did not used to eat very much but now I do. After The Incident I had to learn to chew. My mum, Erica, used to blitz my supper in a liquidiser and then I would drink it with a spoon. I can chew quite well now and I do not need anyone to cut my food up for me any more. I stay away from beef though, because it is hard to cut and it makes my head hurt to chew it.


I can’t think of the name of the dessert I had. I remember it was made from meringue and cream and fruit. My mum, Erica, didn’t have any dessert because she said she didn’t want to get fat.


At the end of the meal there were speeches.


First Dad stood up and said a lot of nice things about Mum that made people smile and look fondly at Mum. Then Mum stood up and said that she did not like to speak in public and then spent a long time thanking everyone for coming. Then finally Martha stood up and said that she had some words to say too.


Martha thanked everyone for coming and said lots of nice things about my mum, Erica, and my dad, Don. She said something about the past few years having been especially difficult. But the bit that really stuck in my head was when she said that she and I had got them a present.


She said, ‘Mum, Dad, you are the best parents James and I could ever have hoped for and time and again you’ve gone above and beyond the call of duty to show us how deep your love is for us. It’s with this in mind that James and I would like to give you a present to say thank you.’


She gave my dad an envelope and told him and everyone watching that it was a three-week cruise for two around the Caribbean.


When everyone finished clapping, my dad thanked me and Martha for our very kind gift but in the taxi home he said to my mum, ‘But of course we can’t possibly go,’ and my mum said, ‘Of course, that goes without saying,’ and then my dad said, ‘I’m telling you now, Erica, Martha won’t like it one bit,’ and my mum said, ‘No, she definitely won’t.’


After a while of watching my mum, dad and sister pretending that they have not just been arguing, I lose interest and return to my room. I start my Friends episode over again because I like to watch things from start to finish. It still makes me laugh when Chandler sees Rachel naked. I like knowing that it will happen next. It makes me feel calm.


When I get to the scene where Monica sees Joey’s dad naked in the shower, there is a knock at the door. I pause the DVD as Martha comes into the room.


She glances at the TV. ‘Oh, I like this episode.’


‘It is really funny.’


‘I think it’s probably one of the best.’


‘You were not really going to see Liza were you?’


Martha sits down on the edge of my bed. ‘No, you’re right. I told a lie, James. I came here to see Mum and Dad to try and change their minds about taking the cruise.’


‘You said it was from both of us.’


‘And it was.’


‘But I did not give you any money.’


‘You don’t need to.’


‘But if it is a present for Mum and Dad, I want to. I have got money. Plenty of it.’


Martha nods. ‘Let’s talk about it later.’


She gives me a strange look but I do not know what it means. I sometimes have trouble working out what people mean by looks. My dad says that I was not always bad at working out what people mean by looks. He said I used to be excellent at it. He said that was why I was so good at my job in property development and why I would have made a good MP, ‘even if it was only for those bunch of bleeding-heart liberals you call the Labour Party.’ The company I started used to redevelop old office buildings and turn them into luxury apartments. I had to be good at negotiating and dealing with people face to face.


Martha is talking. She may have been doing so for quite some time.


‘James are you okay? I think I might have lost you for a minute there.’


I blink a few times.


Sometimes I can lose track of time. My mum calls it ‘having a moment’. Sometimes I can be in the middle of a conversation and ‘have a moment’ and not even realise I have stopped talking.


Martha rubs my arm gently. ‘I was talking to you about Mum and Dad, James. I was saying that I really think they need this holiday.’


Martha always thinks she knows what is best for everyone. I think she gets it from my mum. 


‘It has got nothing to do with me. They told me on the way home last night that they do not want to go. I did not make them.’


‘That’s the thing, James,’ says Martha, ‘I don’t think that’s true. I think they would like to go – who wouldn’t want three weeks in the sun? – but they’re worried about leaving you.’


‘Well, if they are worried about that, I could just stay with you in Oxford.’


‘I wish you could, I really do but I’ve got work and you can’t be left on your own all day.’ Martha takes my hand. ‘I don’t want you to get upset, James, but I’ve suggested to Mum and Dad that while they’re away we find you a place to stay.’


‘I do not want to find a place to stay. I want to stay here.’


Martha closes her eyes like people do when they are trying not to cry. ‘You can’t stay here on your own, James, you just can’t. Remember we tried that once. Do you remember what happened?’


Bacon sandwiches.


She is talking about a while ago when my parents went out for the night and left me on my own. I got hungry and decided to make myself a bacon sandwich and I put some on to cook, but then I forgot all about what I was doing and went to watch a loud film upstairs in my room. I did not hear the smoke alarms because of the film and I only found out there was a problem when the fire brigade knocked down the front door.


‘I do not even like bacon sandwiches any more,’ I say, but Martha does not laugh, even though it is a joke and she knows I can tell jokes.


‘You can’t stay at home, my lovely,’ she says, ‘and you can’t stay with me either. Mum and Dad really need this holiday, James, they need it a lot. The thing is, they’re not as young as they used to be, they get tired easily and well, looking after you these past three years has really taken a lot out of them. I think they need a break and this holiday is it.’


‘But I do not want to stay anywhere else.’


‘It’ll only be for a short while and I promise I’ll visit you every weekend. It’ll be fun, like going on a holiday yourself. The place I’ve chosen for you is amazing. I went to visit and have a look around just this morning. They do all sorts of great activities. I promise you, you’ll love it so much the time will fly by.’
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Danny


‘Here’s your breakfast, Harry.’


Harry, a bald-headed man of fifty-five, shakes his head while rocking gently back and forth, repeatedly growling something that sounds a lot like, ‘Aaaadoooowaaaaannnnnn,’ which I’m guessing means that he doesn’t want breakfast.


If it was up to me I’d say, ‘Fine, to be honest I’m not much of a breakfast person either,’ but it’s not, it’s up to his patient notes which state, ‘Patient prone to low blood sugar: must eat regularly.’ So there it is in black and white. Harry has got to eat his breakfast and it’s my job to encourage him.


Jean, one of the other care assistants here at Four Oaks, does an impressive line in bubbly that even the most truculent of residents finds difficult to resist. Mr Narwal in room G3, for instance, absolutely refuses to take his heart tablets. You should hear the fuss he kicks up over two blue ones and a white one, washed down with half a paper cup of water. Anyone would think we were trying to kill him the way he carries on. But the moment he kicks off, Jean starts singing ‘Everybody Loves Somebody Sometime’, and he’s like putty in her hands. The funny thing is she’s not even all that great at singing, she just sounds like someone’s mum singing old timey songs in the shower.


Now I’m no singer but I can at least have a go at jolly. So that’s what I do. ‘You’re havin’ a laugh aintcha, Harry?’ I say in my best cod-barrow boy accent. ‘Breakfast is a top meal! It’ll make you big and strong!’ To add weight to my argument I flex my arms as if I’m a strongman at a circus, rather than an exasperated trainee care assistant. It’s demeaning. Not just to Harry who, according to his medical records used to be a foreman at a local car parts manufacturer, but also to me because I’ve turned myself into a performing monkey. But it’s all part of the job. He needs to eat his breakfast and playing the fool helps achieve that aim.


When I eventually stop flexing, I gently nudge the tray holding Harry’s bowl of shredded wheat a little bit closer to him in the hope that he might take the hint. He doesn’t. Instead he shakes his head again, meaning all my buffoonery was for nothing.
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