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			Praise for SS Turner’s first novel, Secrets of a River Swimmer:

			“S.S. Turner has written a profound story that is about all our lives. He has found the connection that makes us all the same, while remaining unique. His words will resonate with every reader as they see themselves, find themselves embedded in them. You will not escape, you will not want to escape from the depth of your own world he reminds you is yours to be lived, to survive and thrive. I am honoured to have read an advance copy of Secrets of a River Swimmer and cannot recommend it highly enough.”

			– Heather Morris, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Tattooist of Auschwitz 
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			Keeping Watch

			In the morning

			When I began to wake,

			It happened again—

			That feeling

			That You, Beloved,

			Had stood over me all night

			Keeping watch,

			That feeling

			That as soon as I began to stir

			You put your lips on my forehead

			And lit the Holy lamp

			Inside my heart.

			-Hafiz
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			When I think of my husband, I picture a restless meerkat sentry in my mind. He was on the lookout for intruders at the gate from the moment we moved into the little flat under the stairs. We only lived there for a year and a half, but it seemed like an eternity. If you could see photos of us before and after we moved there, you’d be shocked. We weren’t far off a normal family of four when we arrived, but now, well that’s a long story. 

			There’s a photo of my husband on the front page of that newspaper on the table—some journalist must have found it on social media. What a telling shot! Of course, he’s staring out the little flat’s one and only damned window, no doubt searching for answers as he loved to do. No, the photo doesn’t do him justice. He was much more than a meerkat on watch. I need to keep reminding myself that when that photo was taken, he was a mere shadow of the man he once was, the man he was when I met him all those years ago. 

			My name is Bell, well Belinda if I don’t like you, and Bell if I do. Let’s go with Bell for now, and I’ll let you know if we need to change that. We should be fine if you agree to listen without judgment. I can’t stand people who think their view of the world is the only right way of seeing things. And besides, there’s no point you even pretending you are listening to me if you are secretly judging me, my husband, my family. 

			So what can I tell you about me? Well, I grew up in north London in an area called Rickmansworth. My family was working class, so we lived in a small house near a railway line on the cheapest street in our postcode. The railway line was the one and only reason we were able to afford to live there. But we were happy and had all we needed. We had a little garden out the back of our house that ended at a huge wall and dropped around ten yards down to the railway line below. That wall was the source of many of my childhood memories. My sister Angie and I frequently climbed it and watched the trains speed past below. There was something therapeutic about watching them heading toward their destinations. We believed they were all traveling somewhere better, and often told each other stories about the eccentric passengers on board. One of the recurring characters we enjoyed discussing was Mr. Nincompoop who was always in a rush to get to wherever he was going, even if he kept forgetting where he was going, and he often did. We often imagined Mr. Nincompoop was calling out for answers about his destination as he rushed past us. Sometimes we’d shout out destinations for his benefit like Make-Believe Land and A Better World, and sometimes we’d royal wave at him like the Queen and then giggle at our silliness. 

			We were a family of four. My father was a miner who worked away from home for many months each year, and my mother stayed at home to look after us, more out of necessity than choice. My sister Angie and I found magic in all the small things and developed a wonderful bond from a very young age. When we weren’t climbing the garden wall, we were creating vast worlds for the fairies we were certain lived in our garden to inhabit. We once lost touch for a while, but Angie remains my closest friend to this day. 

			Now as I look back, my childhood was pretty uneventful. Happiness is not a good story in itself, so sorry about that. But thank god I had such a solid upbringing given what was in store for me. Strong foundations become necessary when the earthquake arrives.

			After school, I decided to study hospitality at University College in London. I wanted to meet people with different backgrounds and experiences but without traveling too far away from Angie, who was still at high school in north London. UCL seemed like a great match since most of their students are international. It was a good decision, and a wonderful time in my life. My course had fifty people comprising twenty nationalities in it, so my perspective on life expanded on a daily basis.

			It was a surprise to discover I was popular with the opposite sex. I was so used to hanging out with my sister that I wasn’t even aware how men would regard me when I started spending regular time with them. And regard me they did. I found myself being inundated with requests for dates from the men on my course. It was quite a shock at the time. I remember an Indian fellow named Nisheth tried to serenade me while I was walking home one day. His attempted rendition of “Angels” was so bad it was charming. But he wasn’t the right man for me, as was the case with all the men I knew back then. I gave Nisheth and all my other would-be suitors conciliatory hugs and thanked them for their friendship. That was back in the day when people understood subtleties. None of them genuinely thought we were stepping into friendships, but they gracefully pretended we were for the greater good. It seemed so much kinder than delivering the brutal truth about my lack of feelings toward them. Maybe I’ve always been a little afraid of hard truths.

			In those days, I couldn’t have put into words what type of man was right for me, but I was certain I’d just know when the right man arrived in my life. I was right. 

			One day after lectures, a few of us were celebrating at a little UCL bar called Kaleidoscope. I was unusually tipsy as we had recently finished exams and were about to have a few weeks off university. I ordered a large round of drinks for our group at the bar. The bartender handed me a tray full with our drinks, and I turned around to make my way back to the group. At that very moment, a girl I recognized as one of the too-cool-for-school UCL students somehow walked straight into me and my drinks tray went flying. The glasses ended up broken all over the floor, and most of the drinks found their way into my hair or onto my dress. It was one of those moments in life you just have to laugh about.

			Out of nowhere, a man emerged by my side. He helped steady me, and then started picking up the tray and broken glass. I was discombobulated by the chaos, so my memory of this moment is a little hazy, but I do remember the exact words that followed.

			“I wish I could have been the one you walked into,” he said.

			“Why?” I managed to blurt out.

			“The other girl was moving 25 percent faster than me so this accident would never have happened if it were me in her place,” he stated. “This is on her, not you. No one needs to move that fast in a bar.”

			I laughed nervously thinking he was cracking an intellectual joke, and it seemed very funny in the circumstances. 

			Before I could say anything else, this mysterious man was standing at the bar ordering drinks. And he miraculously ordered all the drinks I’d just dropped on the floor. He returned to my side carrying the full tray of drinks. 

			“Right, where are you sitting?” he asked without fanfare.

			“Are they for me? How did you know my order?” I asked, confused.

			“I’ll explain it some other time,” he answered with a smile.

			His words “some other time” filled the air around me with anticipation. Why on earth did he think we’d be seeing each other again? I wondered.

			I led him toward the table we were sitting at, and with surprising grace he deposited the drinks tray at the table without a word. The rest of the group stared at him as though he was an unwelcome intruder there to upset the group dynamics, but he smiled it off. He stood tall as though he was meant to be standing exactly where he was, and it was hard to argue with him. 

			“How can I ever thank you?” I asked, suddenly nervous.

			“No thanks required. It was my pleasure to almost bump into you,” he answered with a dangerously charming smile.

			And then he walked away without another word. 

			In that moment, the course of my life changed forever. Benny had entered my life in all his glory. Of course, I had no idea that day in the bar, as I didn’t see him again for a long time after our initial meeting. I did think of him though, a lot. I’d never before met a man who’d made such a uniquely powerful impression on me, and the longer I didn’t see him, the more my mind built him into the man of my dreams. But as I didn’t know how to contact him, I also started to think of him as the one who got away. Angie teased me about it to no end. She started referring to him affectionately as “Long-Lost Bar Hero.” I didn’t find it funny. 

			Then one day out of the blue, Benny casually walked up to me at UCL as if running into each other was the most normal thing in the world.

			“So, do you want to know how I knew your entire drinks order without asking?” he asked confidently without even saying hello. 

			“Go on, tell me how you did it,” I said as teasingly as I could.

			“I read your mind,” he answered with the same deadpan certainty as when we’d last met.

			“Really? So what am I thinking right now?” I asked.

			“You’re thinking how the hell did he read my mind,” he replied with a half grin.

			“So games aside, how did you read my mind?” I asked, genuinely interested. 

			“I didn’t. I overheard you order. I was standing next to you at the bar,” he stated without remorse or even a hint of humor. 

			Ordinarily I’d have been annoyed by this pointless little charade, but with Benny his behavior only seemed to amplify his strange charms. I could tell then that I was in trouble. 

			“How disappointing. So you don’t have any superpowers then?” I asked.

			“You’re wrong there. How many people do you know who can remember a random person’s ten-drink order perfectly without the help of pen and paper?” he asked.

			“You’re right. You are indeed the most unusual man I’ve ever met,” I told him. I wasn’t lying. 

			We became a couple soon after and were inseparable within a matter of weeks. I was hooked by Benny’s extreme confidence and uniqueness, and he seemed fascinated by my “normalness” as he put it. Next to Benny’s high IQ, I counterbalanced with high EQ. For Benny’s lack of friends, I had an abundant social network that he shared. Compared with Benny’s overconfidence, I brought a confidence deficit to the table. And in contrast to Benny’s ability to say funny things, I was a generous laugher who enjoyed supporting all things humorous. Everything existed in a delicate counterbalance within our relationship. We were a match made in a creative heaven, and it just worked.

			Five years later Benny and I were married, and I became Belinda Basilworth. I always thought my married name sounded more like it was destined to be my name, as opposed to my maiden name, Belinda Harry. There was something about having a man’s first name in my surname that never sat well with me. Maybe I’d been called “Dirty Harry” one too many times when I was growing up. Anyway, one year after our wedding day we welcomed our firstborn into this world, a little baby boy we named Will. And he was followed three years later by the arrival of a little girl we called Wendy. 

			Despite Benny’s uniqueness, we found ourselves in the wonderfully average position of being married with two children. We had officially become normal as Benny sometimes joked, although he often found the idea challenging.

			“It’s remarkable,” Benny said to me one day. “When I walk around as a father of two, I’m hidden from the world. Being a parent is the ultimate disguise because people assume parents are normal, well-meaning people without delving deeper. What a useful unintended consequence of procreation.”

			“Maybe people make assumptions, but I love all that being parents brings us. I feel connected with the other parents, and our social life has never been better,” I responded. 

			“But don’t you care why our social life has improved?” Benny asked. “Doesn’t it matter to you that it’s all based on how things appear on the surface?” 

			“Not really, honey. I’m just happy to accept all the good stuff in our lives for what it is,” I responded with a little sadness. 

			“But Bell, the truth is none of this is real!” Benny exclaimed as he pointed in all directions.

			“The truth? The truth is we are a beautiful family of four and I love my husband and kids dearly,” I responded. “That’s as real as I know. Beyond that, not much matters, does it?”

			“Let’s keep running with this disguise then,” Benny smiled as he took my hand in his. “Who cares what anyone else thinks. I’m content being a member of the unusually happy Basilworth family.”

			We were indeed happy, and we remained like that for a long time. Fifteen years to be precise. I know that because it was Will’s fifteenth birthday a few weeks after we moved into the little flat. We stayed in that evening. Of course, we did—we stayed in a lot once we moved into the little flat.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			It’s hard to explain how we found ourselves in that flat—the real reason. Everything had been going so well in our lives up until then. But first, you’ll need to understand a little more about our lives before we arrived at the flat. What happened before holds the seedlings of what was to come next. 

			Benny had a successful career as a computer programmer, which he fell into when he was a student at UCL. His immense intellect was starting to be recognized even then. When Benny was in his second year at university, one of his lecturers asked him to help out with a technology company he was setting up as a personal endeavor. After a year of working together, Benny was so valuable to his lecturer’s business that he offered him an equity stake along with a director role. It was the start of bigger things for Benny as he quickly built a name for himself in the industry. He was so talented at what he did that he was soon invited to help some of the world’s most successful companies with their technology development. His IQ had always been extraordinarily high, but in the realms of computer programming he was able to create new dimensions that few people could even follow, never mind understand. That’s why he was held in extremely high regard among the small group of people who almost understood what he did. He was a bona fide genius. 

			We were proud of him, but his family never fully understood the depth of Benny’s talents, and what he could offer the world. However, it made us happy to know Benny was loving his success, including the large amount of money he was being paid. He always described it as gratifying to be someone who could make a difference and be recognized for it. I think his love of recognition came from his childhood. His father was apparently a domineering control freak who constantly demanded Benny prove his worth as a son and a human. Benny once told me the only time his father showed him any affection was when he won prizes, so he won prizes by the dozens. But I don’t think Benny ever believed he was truly worthy in his father’s eyes. That’s another story, but suffice it to say, Benny was more focused on succeeding than anyone I’ve ever met.

			My career in hospitality was also thriving in its own way. Since I was a child, baking has been a passion of mine. Something about creating luscious and generous food that dances with the senses makes me feel fulfilled. It’s my way of sending love to the world. So I focused upon developing my baking skills early on in my career and I left the more business-focused aspects of hospitality alone. It was a great decision emotionally, financially, and from a lifestyle perspective as I’ve genuinely loved my career. Over time, I developed my own unique baking techniques that resulted in the creation of a successful range of luxury cakes and cookies. For many years, I sold my product range directly to the Harrods Roastery and Bake Hall in Knightsbridge, and I was often stretched to keep up with their ever-growing demand. I was shocked by how many people out there were prepared to pay ten pounds for a cookie, but I guess that’s the power of a brand name like Harrods. At one point, I was even selling my cakes to a Michelin-starred restaurant, and my cheesecake developed a cult following of sorts thanks to a glowing endorsement by a celebrity chef who referred to me as the “cheesecake standard-setter.” It was stressful but fun to be the best at what I did. Benny and I always had that in common. 

			Our children, Will and Wendy, led a charmed life for all those years. Will was sporty and had been accepted as one of the cool group of jocks at his expensive private school. As someone who came from a working-class background, I sometimes found the world of elite private schools hard to fathom. Something about the ignorant cocksureness of the young boys Will was friends with made me uncomfortable. One day, when I was picking Will up from school, one of his friends said to me, “Do you enjoy baking cookies for all the kiddies?” It sounds innocent, but it was laced with a less-than-innocent tone. I remember a time when children acted with more respect toward adults. I preferred those types of children. Benny had been to a top private school and always told me the positives far outweighed the negatives at these types of schools. Look at the statistics confirming how successful their alumni have become, Benny would argue. Sometimes I wasn’t sure if it was Benny or his father talking to me. But I went along with it as I could see Will was happy and believed he was a part of something bigger than himself. 

			Wendy has always been more like me. She’s quieter than Will and only speaks her mind around people she trusts. She was enrolled at the girls’ equivalent of Will’s private school, but at the last minute she asked if she could instead attend the local state school where many of her friends were enrolled. When she made her case to us, Wendy pulled on our heartstrings as only a daughter can. So we agreed to the change of school. I was secretly overjoyed, but Benny was openly concerned. He wondered how Wendy could possibly achieve the grades he knew she was capable of if she attended what he viewed as a second-rate school. I knew she’d do well regardless. 

			Benny’s and my marriage thrived despite our extreme differences, or maybe because of them. I think the main reason for our relationship success was that we deeply respected each other. We each recognized that the other brought things to the table that each of us didn’t have as individuals, and by combining our strengths we both benefited. Having said that, it was far from smooth sailing all the time. When we argued, and we did regularly, it was like World War III. In those less-than-perfect moments, our differences became weights around our necks which were hard to bear. Benny’s fixation upon cold hard facts made him almost impossible for an emotionally aware person—like me—to argue with when tensions were running high. There were some times I didn’t even think we were speaking the same language. But we always managed to somehow weather those storms, and the good times would return with a vengeance. We were well versed at laughing off our arguments when we were on the other side of them. I guess that’s how all healthy marriages work. 

			I remember one particularly revealing argument we weathered a few years ago. It was about the best way to hang toilet paper. (Yes, you heard that right.) Benny insisted toilet paper should always hang forward at the front of the roll, and I suggested it should hang at the back. Rather than letting it go, Benny argued the advantages of hanging it forward as though his life depended on it. 

			“Of course, toilet paper should always hang forward!” Benny implored. “Anything less is at best dysfunctional, at worst uncivilized.”

			“Uncivilized? Are we talking about the same thing here?” I asked. “Just because I think toilet paper should hang backward doesn’t in any way reflect how civilized I am.”

			“But consider how you’re positioned on the toilet,” Benny said while he pretended to sit on a toilet. “You don’t want to have to lean forward any further than you absolutely have to when you need the toilet paper. Otherwise, you’re wasting valuable wiping time. It’s bloody obvious, isn’t it?” As Benny acted out the role of the desperate toilet user searching for toilet paper in earnest, he looked ridiculous. My need to laugh was becoming overwhelming, but I fought against releasing it with all my might. I feared Benny would be upset if I laughed at him. 

			“Not everything is black and white, Benny, including the world of ass wiping. It’s more of a brown zone,” I smirked. 

			“Oh brilliant,” Benny half smiled while trying not to laugh, just as I was. “Next, you’ll be telling me you don’t believe in using knives and forks!” 

			“Yes, that’s exactly what I had in mind,” I responded knowing the best way to turn our tide was to make light of the situation until Benny’s inner giggle revealed its beautiful sound to the world. “Here’s an idea: Let’s start living like Tarzan and Jane. The only problem is we’re in need of a back-to-front jungle where toilet paper can break Tarzan’s all-so-important rules. Can you please point me in the right direction?”

			Benny stopped his attack and started laughing, and I finally joined him. It was such a relief. It was always the way with us. Once Benny started laughing at our ridiculousness, we both knew we’d successfully made it through to the other side of the darkness, and the light always shone all the brighter from then on.  

			“Thank goodness I married a woman with a wonderful sense of humor who can deal with my back-to-front ways,” Benny smiled. “We’re lucky, aren’t we?” 

			“We are indeed. Mr. and Mrs. Basilworth are a force to be reckoned with,” I said as I gave him a hug. 

			We were a force to be reckoned with, and I doubt the world has met many couples like us before. 

			I’d rather stop our story there if I had a choice as what happened next led to us moving into the little flat. And at that point in our lives, we were happy, healthy, and wealthy. Of course, we didn’t fully appreciate how lucky we were, but in hindsight we were nailing it. 
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			Benny always had a passion, no an obsession, for puzzles, mysteries, game shows, basically anything involving a problem looking for a solution. It’s hardly surprising since he couldn’t sit still unless his mind was engaged in an activity that distracted him from the mundanities of life. I sometimes wondered if he was looking for a distraction from himself. Anyway, around two and a half years ago Benny started watching that TV game show, The Connection Game, in the evenings. They always billed it as the world’s hardest game show, which was like a red rag to a bull for Benny. The objective of the game is for contestants to find the connections between seemingly unrelated clues whether they be words, expressions, numbers, or pretty much anything. The game requires an ability to deconstruct and then reconstruct on multiple levels. To say it was “up Benny’s street” would be an understatement. Whenever he watched it, he would jump up and down like a crazed madman when he knew the answers ahead of the other contestants. And he always did, every single time. That show quickly became a fixture in our lives every weekday evening. Benny insisted we eat dinner before or after the show to ensure it wasn’t interrupted in any way. 

			They say passion is contagious—it was in our household. When they first watched an episode of The Connection Game, Will and Wendy had no interest in it whatsoever. Wendy described it as a bunch of old people with nothing better to do than desperately search for their one and only moment in the limelight in order to make up for all their lost opportunities. But over time, their father’s passion for solving the unsolvable infected both of them. It happened slowly, like a frog sitting in gradually warming water unaware the water was approaching boiling point. The boiling point arrived a few months later. I couldn’t believe it when one day I found Benny, Will, and Wendy simultaneously punching the air together because they’d solved a Connection Game question in record time as a team. I smiled at the time, but I remember feeling some unidentifiable unease deep within. 

			I’ll never forget the conversation at dinner that evening.

			“Dad, you were wicked. You are so much better than any player on the show. Isn’t it time you show them what you can do in real life?” asked Will.

			“What? You mean actually go on the show?” asked Benny, who seemed to have forgotten it was a real TV show with viewers apart from him.

			“Will’s right, Dad. You should definitely go for it. They announced the other day that they will soon be recruiting for the first-ever individual version of The Connection Game. They’re searching for the one player in the country who is the best of the best. If that’s not right up your street, everything I know is a lie. What are you waiting for?” added Wendy.

			“What’s the point? I’m happy playing at home with you guys. And besides, I know I’m good at the game. I don’t need a title to tell me that,” answered Benny with a smile that didn’t quite extend all the way to his eyes. I knew he was lying. 

			“Two reasons, Dad. Firstly, you’ll have fun, and you know it. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you have as much fun as when you’re playing that game. And secondly, the winner of the individual game takes home one hundred thousand pounds. Let me repeat that: one hundred thousand pounds. If you don’t want that big pile of cash, I’ll happily take it off your hands,” said Will laughing.

			Benny thought for a long moment.

			“Bell, what do you think?” he asked, but I knew he’d already made the decision in his head to go on the show. Benny always pretended to check with me when he thought that’s what I’d expect, but he must have been one of the world’s worst actors. 

			“I think you should go for it if you want to,” I answered like a fool.

			So Benny applied to be a contestant on The Connection Game the very next day. The application process for the show required an IQ test, a recent CV, and the completion of a questionnaire regarding your personal interests. We all knew there was no way they wouldn’t accept Benny on the program. It would have been like telling the Queen the royal family had no space for her. 

			Over the next few weeks, Benny was quieter than usual. We all noticed he had stopped watching The Connection Game in the evenings and was more focused on his passion for sudoku and crosswords. One of the things I’ve always loved the most about being in a family is knowing things about my husband and children without having to ask. There’s something special about those known knowns that are beyond words. And knowing Benny as well as we did, we could all see he was nervous about whether his application for the game show would be successful. He was trying to divert his attention elsewhere as a coping mechanism. That meant it clearly mattered more to him than he’d like any of us to know. So we didn’t ask.

			When the letter from the TV studio finally arrived a couple of months later, Benny ripped it open like a hungry animal. He speed-read the letter, and then handed it to me.

			“Good decision. I knew they’d do the right thing,” he said with his most charming smile. In that moment, I remembered why I’d fallen in love with him. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Benny was due to appear on The Connection Game six weeks after the letter arrived, and he was invited to meet the show’s producers for a pregame briefing a week before the show. He was so excited. All of us were. And we all resumed watching The Connection Game every evening in preparation for Benny’s appearance. If you’d seen us watching an episode of that damned show during the happy six-week window before Benny’s TV appearance, you’d have thought we were watching the world’s most exciting sporting match rather than a game show. There was all manner of jumping on the sofa and shouting at the television going on from the moment the game show host arrived on stage. What geeks we were. Happy geeks though. 

			When I say happy, we still had our moments as all families do. One evening, Benny figured out a Connection Game answer within a matter of seconds, but Will disagreed with him. Will thought he had also figured out the answer, and that Benny was blatantly wrong. All hell broke loose. 

			“So your clues to connect are: Why beryllium? Why carbon? Why gold?” read Morgan Hill, the Connection Game’s host. 

			“Got it!” called out Benny within seconds.

			“Me too!” shouted Will just afterward.

			“Did you get: Why selenium?” Benny asked with gravity. 

			“No way, Dad. I got: Why Materion?” Will responded with equal seriousness.

			“Please explain, Will,” said Benny.

			“Materion is the one and only company in the world that engineers products with a combination of beryllium, carbon, and gold, so it’s the common denominator and the answer,” responded Will.

			“Wrong, wrong, wrong!” answered Benny with more force than was needed. “The answer is: Why selenium? Because if you line up the chemical symbols for beryllium, carbon, gold, and selenium, what does it spell?”

			“You are so off track, Dad. I know I’m right on this one,” Will stated with a shake of his head.

			“Will, just humor me and spell out the damn chemical symbols,” Benny insisted.

			“OK, but only because you need to be taught some humility. The symbols are Be. . .C. . .Au. . .Se,” responded Will. 

			“Well done. And what have you just spelled?” asked Benny.

			“Because,” Will responded as the realization hit home that Benny was right as always. It occurred to me it must be hard to have a genius as a father. The best Will could ever do was occasionally keep up with Benny, but the rest of the time he was destined to be left behind in his intellectual wake. 

			“It’s the right answer to the question because the answer connects the clues. Can you see where you went wrong?” Benny asked. 

			“I’m not interested in this bullshit, you old git,” Will seethed. 

			“You know you are,” Benny continued, ignoring Will’s desire not to be corrected for once. “Your problem was your answer presupposed a fact that wasn’t given as a clue, and thus can’t be right. You wrongly assumed you were looking for a company specializing in using those materials.”

			“Not any company, Dad—the one and only company on planet Earth. Don’t you want to know how I knew that remarkable fact?” Will asked. It was hard to watch as he tried to prove his worth to his father who was still trying to do the same thing.

			“Not really, Will, because it’s the wrong answer, and wrong answers don’t impress me. If you work your way backward, you’ll always find the truth staring you in the face from amid the data,” Benny responded. 

			“We all work our way backward because of you on a daily basis. How about we work our way forward one of these days!” shouted Will as he stormed off. 

			Benny and Will eventually made their peace, but that dispute was the beginning of an underlying competitive tension between the two of them that would flare up again once we moved into the little flat. 

			The pregame interview arrived in no time. Benny met the show’s producers and they talked him through what was expected of him on the big day. They told him to smile when the red light on his panel lit up as it meant he was being filmed, and they advised him to use the audience to his advantage. They explained that having the audience behind you counted for more than most contestants could fathom, and that the vast majority of Connection Game winners had first won over the audience. “Yeah right, I’m sure I’ll need their help,” was Benny’s sarcastic response. Of course, the producers were shocked, but they didn’t know who they were dealing with. Most people didn’t.

			That evening at dinner Benny was less positive than we’d all expected he’d be after the preshow interview.

			“How did today go?” I asked.

			“Average,” Benny responded.

			“Were they too focused on the showbiz side of things for your liking?” I asked.

			“No, it’s not that,” Benny stated.

			“What then?” I asked.

			“They seemed too focused on my background as a computer programmer. The degree of their interest didn’t fully align with the show’s objectives,” Benny responded. 

			In Benny speak, it was the equivalent of saying his gut instinct was giving him a warning. Of course, Benny had no gut instinct. His brainpower was so overpowering that all his other senses were at its mercy. 

			“Could they have been trying to learn a little about you as a person?” I asked having watched too many Connection Game contestant interviews to mention. “Maybe it was about preparing to ask you a question or two on the show that leads to an interesting answer. It’s so awkward when that smarmy presenter asks a question that inspires a nothing response from a contestant. Like the time he asked the pink-haired lady who colored her hair, and she told him it was natural.”

			“Possibly. Maybe you’re right, Bell,” Benny said after a long pause. 

			I’ll never forget those words because I rarely heard them. For Benny to concede I may have been right about something meant he was possibly feeling unwell. 

			“Moi? How could a mere mortal like me possibly be right?” I joked.

			We all laughed but that conversation has stayed with me. 

			The next week was filled with anticipation. Will had arranged for T-shirts to be made for the three of us with “Benny Connects” printed on the front. Yes, I think I mentioned, we were a family of geeks. None of us would wear them in public, but we wore them at home and Benny loved it. I can’t remember seeing him laugh as much as during those wonderful few days before the show. He found it particularly funny when I pretended to be a cheerleader for him in the Connection Game audience. 

			“Give us a B, give us an E, give us an N, give us another N, give us a Y,” I called out one evening after dinner. “And what have you got? Only a bloody genius!” I jumped up and down like a teenage cheerleader much to the kids’ embarrassment. 

			“You’re too good to me, Bell. Thank you for being you,” Benny said as he grabbed my hand and twirled me around the kitchen before dipping me backward. It was a glorious moment. 

			Anyway, the day of Benny’s big appearance on The Connection Game soon arrived. When he awoke that morning, he put on his best suit and combed his hair, which was a first in the time we were together. I’d grown accustomed to his mad-professor look, so it was somewhat of a shock to see what a good-looking husband I had when his hair wasn’t hiding his face. He reminded me of Rock Hudson when he was young and handsome. I remember feeling a tinge of sadness at the realization Benny was ordinarily so focused on hiding his beauty from the world. It was almost as if he was scared the world would see him for what he was and judge him for it.

			“You’re looking mighty fine this morning, Mr. Basilworth,” I said. “I’d say you are dressed for success.”

			“Thanks, Bell. Getting dressed up was a precondition for all contestants. We all need to dress like average contestants on a game show, you see,” Benny explained.

			“Average is a good look for you, honey,” I responded, but Benny’s mind was already elsewhere. 

			We drove Benny to the production studio that was located in West London. I can’t remember Will and Wendy ever being as excited before. 

			“Dad, promise me you’ll mention my name on camera,” pleaded Wendy. “And make sure you engage in some coherent chitchat with the host, Morgan Hill. I love him! Remember, our analysis showed the contestants who chat the longest with Morgan are 56 percent more likely to win.”

			Wendy was sounding more like her father in those days. I was living in a family of probability-focused data nerds.

			“I’ll do my best, Wend,” smiled Benny, “but here’s hoping I’m an outlier today in every possible way.”

			We dropped Benny off at the studio and wished him luck. Then we parked the car and entered the studio via the front door with all the other audience members. We had family-member passes, which allowed us to sit in the few front rows. While we were waiting for the show to start, we glanced around and noticed that the average age of the audience was around sixty or seventy. I wondered why it was that old people got to have all the fun. I guess the rest of us are all so busy being busy that we don’t get a chance to do the things we want to. Well, at least we got to sit in the Connection Game audience as young people alongside the old people. It was a small victory for the Basilworths. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5
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			The contestants were called onto the stage by a deep booming voice, which sounded like it was coming from the heavens above. Three contestants sat down at the table on either side of the host’s chair in the middle of the stage. Benny was sitting on the far left next to an older woman who reminded me of Miss Marple, and she was sitting next to a thin muscular woman around his age. Benny appeared unusually nervous for a man of his innate confidence. He was fidgeting with a pen and avoiding eye contact with everyone, including us. 

			“Please welcome our host, Morgan Hill, to the show!” the deep voice announced over the loudspeaker. 

			The crowd applauded and Morgan Hill ran out to the front of the stage more like a rock star than a game show host. He waved at the audience as though they were old friends he adored and then took his seat between the two tables of contestants. Wendy had always fancied Morgan Hill, and we had teased her for it to no end in our household. I remember Will calling her “Morgan Hill’s one and only devotee” and asking her if she dreamed of connecting with him in private. We all laughed at Wendy’s expense, and she was embarrassed. On TV, Morgan Hill shone bright as though he was born and bred to host a game show with his slicked-back hair, always consistent suntan, and teeth as white as a moonlit sail. Watching him on stage in person, I could understand Wendy’s perspective a lot more. There was something attractive about the way he prowled around the stage like a leopard ready to pounce. His charisma was palpable. 

			“Here we are, the last game of the most epic series yet,” Morgan said to the audience with a beaming smile. “And once again we’re here to find that needle in a haystack, that four-leaf clover, that white cat in a snowstorm.”

			A green light flashed above the camera that was filming the audience. One of the producers had told the audience earlier we should smile or laugh whenever the green light came on. So laughter it was. But the green light inspired forced giggles in all directions that seemed way out of proportion with the only mildly funny joke. It was like arriving overdressed at a party to which you were only invited to make up the numbers. 

			“So who will today’s winner be? As a reminder, this series’ contestants are playing as individuals rather than in teams as was the case in previous series. We’ve changed the rules to allow us to find an individual stand-out performer this year. Call us selfish, but we want to be entertained by the best minds this country has got to offer,” continued Morgan. “So let’s meet our resident geniuses. On my left we have David, an engineer with a love of athletic robots; Margaret, a writer who believes ice cream is better for you than vegetables; and Henry, a translator who has eaten scrambled eggs in every country in the world.”

			A green light, a few giggles, and applause followed. Like the well-rehearsed performer he was, Morgan Hill left just the right amount of time for laughter to follow everything he said. 

			“And on my right, we have Veronica, a pilates teacher who can do the splits when juggling; Rosemary, a teacher who can recite every word of Homer’s Odyssey while drunk; and Benny, a computer programmer who has never been beaten by a Times cryptic crossword.”

			The audience applauded but I laughed. We’d all racked our brains to think of a suitably humorous introductory anecdote for Benny. It was a part of the Connection Game’s written application process. Will had initially suggested we go with Benny’s ability to remember literally everything anyone ever said to him, but we agreed Benny would be best to keep that one to himself as it was such an advantage in the game. “Walk in as Clark Kent; fly out as Superman,” Wendy advised at the time. So we came up with the cryptic crossword idea. It wasn’t as funny as we’d have liked, but we couldn’t think of any funny facts about Benny. He was always so performance focused.
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