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			1.

			Kate called me the moment she landed at Heathrow.

			‘But it’s only the fourteenth,’ I said.

			‘The fifteenth. So?’

			‘So you said you’d be gone for the whole of July.’

			‘I know what I said. But I’ve come back early. For work. That OK with you?’

			She knew that I’d be pleased. ‘I guess.’

			‘Now listen, Johnny. I somehow told my mum I’d do church in the morning. Link after? Much to discuss. And don’t pretend you’re busy.’

			I was unsure which charge to defend myself against, which lie to tell – whether to claim genuine busyness or to deny I’d been about to claim that – so I just replied, ‘Midday,’ then hung up. Our meeting place was a decaying bench on Highclear Road, in the Waverley estate, the midpoint, or so Kate claimed, between the house which I had inherited and the council flat where, despite appearing to excel in her multifaceted corporate career, she continued to live with her parents.

			
			

			Kate started running when she saw me, the sunlight glancing off her earrings and the gold button on her double-­breasted sailor’s jacket. She dealt a light punch to my shoulder which turned into a kind of embrace. She smelled very strongly of cucumber. ‘Fucking good to see you again.’

			The ‘again’ was a concertedly eccentric touch. We had first encountered each other fifteen summers earlier, queuing for Fanta at a disco in the Waverley community hall – ‘Oh, you know, through Swiss Cottage,’ as I had once heard her tell someone who seemed to be enquiring in a routine way about the origins of our friendship, but, I suspected, really wanted to know how to go about meeting more people like her . . .

			Kate and I tended to wander in a loop around the fourth-­floor walkways, before stopping for tea at the council-­run café, with its extremely partial view of the London skyline. But she said that she was tired and suggested we hang out at mine. I told her that I only had rooibos, and she shrugged without obvious displeasure, so when we reached the crossroads we kept going straight, along the asphalt path and out of the Waverley.

			I asked after her parents.

			She began complaining about their narrow-­mindedness, then cut herself off. ‘Sorry. That was crass.’ My father had died when I was a child, my mother the previous June. I reassured Kate that I had done my share of moaning, and on roughly the same grounds. She knew that this was true, at least in my mother’s case. But she resolved to move on anyway. ‘Well, Mykonos was mad.’

			
			

			‘Expand?’

			‘Oh, the usual. Bikinis, Bugattis. White stone, Grey Goose.’

			‘What do you do all day?’

			‘It’s all fairly water-­based? Someone rented a yacht. Someone else had an infinity pool. Bit of jet-­ski. You know, Johnny, I think you’d enjoy holidays.’

			‘Yeah, yeah.’ As a teenager, I had been a semi-­willing passenger, map reader and assistant on road trips relating to my mother’s work as a freelance anthropological researcher, visits to rural chess clubs, AIDS hospices, and women’s refuge centres during which she patiently conducted interviews and arranged large-­scale group photographic portraits while I lazed around with football magazines and a Discman. But we never travelled further than Manchester, and I had still, aged thirty, left the country just twice, first in 2000, when Kate and I went Interrailing, to celebrate finishing our A levels, then the following Christmas, with Lawrence, my half-­brother, who wanted to show me some buildings in Berlin or, really, to have someone to talk to them about.

			‘And what’s new with Johnny?’ she asked, in her sing-­songy way, once we were seated at the kitchen table. ‘Tell me . . . things.’

			‘Not much to tell really. Term ended about a fortnight ago.’ I was working in the administration office at Hollick College, a former polytechnic in the West Midlands where Kate and I had studied.

			
			

			‘Then what?’

			‘The tenants had already moved out. Drama-­school terms are shorter for whatever reason. So then I came back here.’

			‘Right. And you’ve been sort of methodically lying about?’

			My routine was by then pretty fixed. I would get up at around eight, make a boiled egg and a pot of coffee, and set myself up by the living-­room window, which faced the Waverley’s three main towers and the walkways that connected them. Several hours passed as I responded to emails and tinkered with spreadsheets, breaking up the tedium with a range of distractions: smoking badly rolled cigarettes, watching the ring-­fenced patches of grass suffer in the heat, nodding at passers-­by, tweezing grey hairs from my nostrils, popping the spots on my chin. Then I would take a cold bath, put on a pair of shorts and one of Lawrence’s old polo shirts, and head out with my iPod Nano, past Fast Mart and Balti Kingdom, across the Waverley and up the winding hill to Swiss Cottage roundabout, turning slightly to peek at the train tracks, then along Avenue Road, towards what everyone in my family called ‘town’. As I crossed Regent’s Park, I would gaze at the BT Tower, its wraparound LED counting down the minutes until the Olympics. After an hour or so – generally on reaching the south end of the Marylebone Road – I would turn around and head home, where I made a sandwich, typically tuna, then got into bed and flicked through books I had picked up around the house, looking for marginal comments that would remind me of my mother or father or of Lawrence, unlock a secret or hint at one, offer a glimpse of their dreams or invite them into mine.

			
			

			‘I mean, I do get seven weeks’ leave,’ I said.

			‘Right, and grief is a species of idleness.’ I wanted to hear more but was also slightly apprehensive and felt relieved when the next thing she said took a lighter-­hearted form. ‘Christ, Johnny. Enough. They’ve taught you all there is to know.’

			‘I’m not studying, Kate. I have a job. Two, in fact. You are aware of this.’

			‘I am aware it’s what you say. The pen-­pushing and now the babysitting.’ For the past academic year, I had been a member of the university’s Life Team, serving as an on-­site landlord at a postgraduate hall of residence known as the Stray Building.

			‘You’re saying it’s time to move on?’

			‘Uh-­huh.’

			‘Does that one mean yes or no?’

			‘Yes!’

			‘To what, though?’

			‘Who can say? To the city, for a start?’

			‘Kate,’ I replied, aware that I was about to lie or exaggerate, ‘it is pleasurable not living in the city, with all the traffic and judgment, everyone always saying sorry for walking through doors they got to first, endlessly asking how you are.’

			
			

			‘You know that’s all English people.’

			‘Up there I never see anyone.’ This wasn’t exactly true either, but the conversation was assuming a logic of its own.

			‘Stop it, Johnny. You’re killing me!’ Kate was often being killed and asking not to be.

			She knew that it was all her fault. I had been working in the white-­goods department of Selfridges while preparing to retake my A levels. Kate had accepted a place to do Spanish and business studies at Hollick on the basis that degrees were ‘like boys – all the same’. One Saturday after closing, when I was walking through Marylebone, she called me and said that if I got on the next train, she would pick me up and take me to a club where, as she put it – exploiting her knowledge of my priorities – ‘most of the cool girls go’. A few hours later, as I gazed at the dance floor with increasing giddiness, she advised me that ‘the “gap” in gap year stands for “grow a pair”’,’ and noted that freshers’ fortnight was only just hitting its stride, and that two Bs and a C could get me a social science.

			‘OK, OK, more importantly,’ she said now, ‘do you still have a hi-­fi?’ Kate had often bemoaned the fact that my family didn’t own a television or a dishwasher, a policy that had descended from my paternal grandparents, who had bought the house shortly after arriving in England from Austria, in 1938.

			‘You know what, I think we do.’ I pointed at the corner cupboard.

			
			

			‘Fab.’

			‘Not sure it works, though.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘Maybe it does.’

			‘Why d’you say it?’

			‘Habit, I suppose.’

			She rolled her eyes and mouthed, ‘Idiot,’ then put her finger through the hole of a CD and spun it around, creating a brief kaleidoscope effect. ‘It’s called’ – she looked down – ‘An Awesome Wave.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Really. New band. Went to Leeds with one of our interns. Laptops, harmonies. They’re calling it the album of the summer.’

			‘Are they?’

			‘So?’ she asked, after the first song finished. ‘What do you think?’

			It was a beautiful song, almost overwhelming at points, and I could see why she was eager to share it. ‘Seems alright,’ I said.

			She usually responded to my provocations by ignoring me. But on this occasion, after pressing the eject button and putting on Capital radio, she plumped for more overt revenge. ‘How’s Chloe?’

			Chloe was my girlfriend, just about. Negotiations had staggered on throughout the recent spring term. She had finished her postgraduate teaching course and moved back to her parents’ farm in Gloucestershire, and following three years of near-­daily interaction, I realised that I wasn’t missing her as much as I had feared or, to some degree, hoped. So I was engaged in a process of determining if we would make each other happy, or of calculating whether I had passed the point where I could execute a break-­up and – ignoring the occasional flicker of pining and remorse – seamlessly return to single life. But I wasn’t clear on this either, and during a long, often silent phone call the week before I’d got back to the house, we had agreed to spend the next six weeks apart. After that, she had calmly explained, she’d be needing a decision.

			
			

			‘Well?’

			‘She’s fine.’

			‘What’s she up to?’

			‘She’s been helping her dad convert one of the outhouses.’ I thought this sounded plausible enough. Although Kate had developed an independent relationship with Chloe, I was confident that they rarely touched on what was happening in the Cotswolds, Kate’s knowledge and interests being as narrowly urban as mine.

			‘When’s she coming down?’

			‘No current plans.’ Then I added pointlessly, ‘To my knowledge.’

			‘Didn’t she win some tickets for the women’s volleyball?’

			‘Oh yeah.’ This had occurred some months earlier, when the prospects for our summer had looked entirely different. I had failed to foresee the altered context in which I would regret having shared that mundane detail.

			
			

			‘Aren’t you going with her?’ She tilted her head in feigned puzzlement.

			‘I’m not really into volleyball, Kate.’

			‘Then lucky it’s not to do with volleyball, mate.’

			Kate took this opportunity to reflect more broadly on the Olympic Games, which were starting in less than a fortnight – the specially painted car lanes, the curious term ‘Team GB’, the crayon-­coloured logo we’d heard had been designed by someone we vaguely knew, Kate from primary school, me from synagogue. We discussed our unease at the constant talk of the ‘legacy’ of an event we had not yet had the chance to enjoy or disdain on its own terms. We also resented the clear implication that the future mattered more than the present, adolescents and unborn children more than us – that we were not, in fact, among the intended beneficiaries of the hassle or expense or tiresome, cheery propaganda.

			The reason that Kate had cut short her trip – ‘not that you asked’ – was because she had landed a ‘juicy contract’ to oversee client-­sponsor relations in the Velodrome hospitality area. I was trying to generate an adequate response when she said, ‘But, Johnny, do tell me. About Chlo.’ Kate had always had a taste for unlicensed nicknames. This was one of the few she’d stuck with.

			‘You presume that I know.’

			
			

			‘You know more than I do. Just tell me how you’re feeling?’

			‘Never.’

			She reached across the table, over our empty mugs, and flicked me on the ear.

			‘Alright,’ I said. I expressed my misgivings about a long-­term relationship, even one that had become long-­distance, then admitted to the sense, troubling but also tantalising, that something hadn’t happened yet.

			‘What, though?’

			‘Something I can’t name. That’s the point. But I’ll know it when it comes. At least I fucking hope I will.’

			‘And don’t tell me, you can feel it? Inching ever closer . . .’

			‘Funny.’

			‘No, I get it,’ I believed her. Discussing a similar scenario of her own, she had referred to the ‘strangulation of possibilities’. She also knew that she had been partly responsible for sowing seeds of doubt about Chloe, not from any ill will or destructiveness, but because she had observed a strain or a looseness in our dynamic. It was far from clear that I was the one she thought stood a better chance of contentment elsewhere. She routinely described Chloe as ‘just great’.

			Believing that I was changing the subject, or just hoping that Kate might believe this, I mentioned casually that I had befriended one of the residents at the Stray Building.

			‘And I presume you don’t mean a fellow Life Team Member, a respectable middle-­aged colleague with a taste for bridge and a lectureship in the biology department?’

			
			

			‘No.’

			‘Ah, novelty, novelty.’ It wasn’t the first time she’d responded this way on recognising what she called my latest scheme. ‘Go on, I suppose.’ We had the same essential vices but reserved the right to disparage each other’s latest revelation or confession.

			‘PhD candidate. Harvey.’

			She brightened on hearing the male name. ‘Oh, OK. Harvey. Sounds cool. What’s it about? The PhD, I mean.’

			‘CCTV, I think. “The public sphere in the digital age.”’

			Then she muttered, ‘Harvey, PhD, tech.’

			‘And he has this sort of gang,’ I continued sheepishly, knowing that I would risk losing her newly receptive mood.

			‘Let me guess, containing somebody in particular?’

			‘That could be right.’ I was thinking of a kohl-­eyed girl who seemed to veer between sulky silences and elaborate, impassioned monologues. I had glimpsed her on a handful of occasions, and almost as soon as I noticed her – with that uncanny, though by then not unfamiliar, sense that we knew each other well – I felt both desperate to earn her approval in some tangible form and agonised that I had none of the usual routes of access to her company.

			‘What is it that you like about her?’ I could tell she’d resisted saying this one.

			
			

			‘Well . . .’

			‘Well?’

			‘We haven’t actually chatted.’ Kate’s face flopped. ‘Yet.’

			‘Tell me you have the eye colour?’

			‘She’s always kind of looking down.’

			‘Degree course?’

			I grimaced.

			‘Name?

			‘I’m working on it. On all of these things.’

			‘Johnny, do you really need this?’

			‘I don’t know. I want to find out if I do.’

			‘Why, though?’ She evidently considered the question rhetorical or unanswerable by me. ‘Johnny, honestly, there are women everywhere.’ I briefly wondered if mentioning the distinctive make-­up and seemingly varied conversational approach would aid or hurt my cause.

			‘I’m aware.’

			‘Are you, though?’

			‘Yes. I think so.’

			‘Well, acclimatise!’

			‘I have tried. It’s just that—’

			‘Just that . . .’

			‘Every one you let walk past is a life you’ll never lead.’

			‘OK. I take back what I said before. About killing me. Do it now.’

			
			

			I considered adding, as a partial retraction or mitigation, that I was plagiarising something that Lawrence had once said. But I knew this would have no effect. And even if I’d thought it would, I tried, as far as possible, to avoid mentioning his name in her presence. I could remember Kate bounding into my room when we were seventeen, following a tortellini dinner at the same IKEA table where the two of us were now sitting. ‘Johnny, Johnny, Johnny, your big bro is . . . is . . . an intellectual and a romantic and . . . just . . . a fucking man.’ I had heard versions of this before. ‘And those eyes.’ That one was new to me.

			She would have known him a while by then, but it seemed that something had shifted, or else she had previously been keeping her own counsel. She asked my permission to see ‘what might go down’ and I shrugged my assent, not because it seemed like a promising idea, but because I was eager to discover this myself – to observe the collision between the two people whose lives I knew most about and stood, I believed, to learn most from. And though Kate was soon expressing irritation and bafflement at the downside of the properties she had identified, I reckoned that the early impression never entirely faded, that Lawrence had been somehow able to recover his original source of appeal. Their extremely on-­off relationship, which Kate referred to as an ‘exchange’, had only ended when Lawrence met an American lawyer and almost immediately moved to Chicago.

			
			

			‘But seriously, Johnny,’ she continued. ‘You’ll go mad thinking like that.’

			‘I know.’

			‘I mean it.’

			‘And I meant it when I said “I know”.’’

			‘OK. Go on then. Spill. What is she?’ Kate was alluding to a system which Lawrence had devised over the course of many years, intended to classify all female types. It often seemed to be the case that I would choose not to touch on a certain subject only for her to do so moments later.

			‘Whatever d’you mean?’ I asked, with mock innocence.

			‘Very good.’

			‘She isn’t a “porcelain swan”, if that’s what you’re getting at. Or a “decorous scarecrow”. I don’t think.’

			‘What was I again? A something badger?’

			‘I’m not sure.’ This sounded about right.

			‘Or did it maybe involve “fox” or “panther”?’ We both knew this was wishful thinking. Then Kate shifted mode. ‘Honestly, Johnny. These phantom existences . . . It’s like comparing a close-­up to a blur.’

			‘What you on about?’ I intended to come across as defensive or prickly, to make her feel that she was overstepping a mark. I also wanted to know the answer.

			‘To be clear, I’m not saying I’m better at any of this.’

			‘Relationships?’

			
			

			‘Well, yes, but no. Compromise.’ She exhaled. ‘Realidad.’

			‘Aren’t you?’

			‘Aren’t I better, or aren’t I saying that I’m better? OK, maybe I am a bit, in both cases.’

			‘How so?’

			‘Was this the life I envisaged when we were teenagers?’

			‘Mykonos sounded nice.’

			I instantly regretted this remark. I knew better than anyone that Kate had only decided against applying to art school under pressure from her parents. So I was relieved to hear the words, ‘Fair point. How about we say you’re surrounded by’ – she inhaled – ‘especially dodgy precedent?’

			‘I’m sorry?’

			‘What? Thwarted hopes, confused longings. That whole deal. Not to be rude—’

			‘Never—’

			‘But nothing has worked out, has it? So far.’

			‘What?’

			‘Let’s do a stocktake, shall we?’

			‘Really?’

			‘Possibly depressed, then suddenly dead dad. Combative, almost certainly depressed, eventually dead mum. Sort-­of-­sibling who couldn’t decide to go for “black sheep” or “bull-­in-­China-­shop” so settled on both.’ Kate went suddenly quiet and adopted a pensive or troubled expression. Unless she had something to add about the fortunes or choices or lifestyle of my father’s younger sister, Miriam, she had reached the end of her roll call. But I wasn’t sure that this explained her shift in mode.

			
			

			‘Kate,’ I said, dragging out the syllable.

			‘What?’

			‘That pause.’

			‘What pause?’ She paused again.

			‘Come on.’

			‘OK. OK. I saw him.’

			‘Lawrence?’

			‘Yes, Lawrence.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘I mean, I saw him.’

			‘But how?’

			‘We met up,’ she replied then suggested she knew I would find exasperating.

			‘You “met up”. Very plausible.’

			She nodded, corroborating her own claim. I suggested I would need more to feel convinced. ‘Before Greece. Grabbed a soda in a sports bar.’

			‘In Chicago?’

			‘Yes. Women are permitted to enter the United States. We went for work.’ I wasn’t sure who this plural, which Kate occasionally used, was supposed to encompass, but it was far too late to ask.

			
			

			‘Thanks for telling me.’

			‘Oh, you see, the thing is, Johnny, I chose very deliberately not to.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Because you would have given me some drastic mission in the Lawrence campaign. A rearguard action, or opening salvo.’

			There would have been little point in denying this.

			It was more than a year since Lawrence and I had last met face to face, far longer since I had received a predawn message from lv@juju-­demon.co.uk offering numbered reflections on urban theory or the vicissitudes of female fashion. He had cut off communication with our mother shortly after leaving England, almost a decade earlier, and made no secret of the fact that he viewed me as part of her world, if not on her side – he knew I’d fought his cause – then tarnished by proximity. He rarely visited. We had spoken after my mother revealed that her cancer had returned, and again after it metastasised, and he had caught the next flight to London, the previous June, when I called to say that she was being moved into the hospice on Mapesbury Close, a building we’d walked past dozens of times with no inkling of its future status. But I was not surprised when he said as if in passing that he would be ‘heading back’ before the funeral.

			‘Kate,’ I said, ‘you might have told me afterwards.’

			‘I’m telling you now.’

			‘Not exactly.’

			
			

			‘OK, OK. God knows how he even knew I was there. It could have been the thing I put on my Facebook timeline asking for somewhere I could watch the Euros.’ Lawrence had ranted about the inanity of that website, but it was clear from the knowledge he displayed of careers and relationship statuses that he kept a pseudonymous profile. ‘Anyway, I get this call from a withheld number. I pick up and he says, “Hello, Kate. It’s me.” Honestly. What a loon. Though, to be fair, I did know. Then, get this, “I need to see you.” At first, I was, I won’t lie, allergic to the prospect. I mean our whole exchange really did sputter on and then peter out, a lot of banging then a whimper—’

			‘Thanks—’

			‘But I figured, you know, he’d taken the trouble, and, well, he’s married these days. So I called back and told him I’d meet up on the condition that the venue was a sports bar. And he agreed.’

			‘What kind of thing did you discuss?’

			‘Theology. Then he talked dirty to me.’

			‘Great.’

			‘You know how he’s got all these theories?’

			‘Yes. Yes, I do. Which one did you get?’

			‘Johnny, this is annoying.’

			‘Indulge me.’

			‘You should get that tattooed. Let me see. He did a sort of lecture about East London, the “pernicious” effects of Thatcherism in the horribly far-­out bits he loves, his old thing about New Labour being subtly even worse, and how the Olympics are a New Labour baby delivered by Tories. Then he did Jewish immigrants or whatever word he prefers, the first wave, the word “pogrom” was not absent, haberdashers in Whitechapel, milliners in Mile End, then all those doctors and intellectuals “on the eve” of the Holocaust. It was kind of interesting, I’ll admit, though I suppose I’d heard it all before. Then there was a digression on, I want to say, the ethics of the crowd? And of course, he mentioned that cock-­up with Millennium Bridge, why it wobbled and all that.’

			
			

			‘And then what?’

			‘Well, then I paid up, and he suggested we go back to his, to watch the second half. No sign of Jane.’ She virtually put the name in air quotes. We, the vanquished, had tacitly agreed that we loathed her. ‘It wasn’t Lawrence-­y at all. Very quiet, carpet, no books but sort of bric-­a-­brac. Had a front lawn, for fuck sake. Ridiculously massive TV. He looked a little hurt when I suggested he was overcompensating for his deprived childhood. That was unfortunate. I was talking about the TV ban here, of course, but he thought it was a reference to his dad’s place. And there was also one of those kitchen islands, with a halogen spotlight, white formica or possibly grey marble.’

			I was about to probe Kate further, but anticipating this development, she resumed her earlier tack.

			‘Look, Johnny, all I am trying to say . . . I guess I’m not quite sure?’ I gave an involuntary nod. She let out a sigh. ‘Oh, I wouldn’t expect you to understand.’ This really annoyed me. Kate had never permitted herself to be surprised on this matter. She either had the reaction she was having now – predictable disappointment, self-­corroboration – or else she ‘just knew’ I would ‘get it,’ or in some cases ‘knew’ I’d ‘just get it’.

			
			

			We did our best to move on to other topics, but the effort faltered, and we parted ways in an atmosphere of frustration. My walk that afternoon stopped short of Regent’s Park and I got into bed even earlier than usual. I had come across a book of Susan Sontag essays and interviews with so many underlinings, looping arrows and scribbled objections that I decided I would need to read it all the way through. A passage about faces and another about collecting reminded me of things I’d heard my mother say, and I wondered if she had been drawing on the book or if there simply weren’t that many ways of talking about any subject. I hoped that I could raise that question with Lawrence. Sontag was an enthusiasm he had acquired from our mother, and one they had shared when they shared things. I reached over to the old beige canvas IKEA armchair where I kept my laptop, and opened Hotmail. I decided right at that moment to send Lawrence an email that would prompt him to come home. I needed a formula that would pique his interest as well as making it clear that the house was vacant without suggesting that he was under pressure to accept an offer, let alone that anyone wanted anything from him, especially if that person was me.

			
			

			It wasn’t easy. But then it never had been, and I’d manoeuvred things with some degree of success in the past. I wrote four or five drafts, then went for:

			 

			Hi mate, how’s it going out there? Random but I can’t seem to find Mum’s copy of The Sontag Reader. Might be losing my mind but I have a feeling it was signed?? You don’t happen to know? Long shot!

			Realised I hadn’t come across it since the tenants moved out until the start of the new academic year.

			Yours, J.

			PS No idea if you still check this account.

			 

			I returned to my reading, though at a certain point, the words became illegible underneath all the biro. I was reflecting that I wasn’t entirely sure which of the jottings belonged to Lawrence and which to my mother when I drifted off, letting the book drop down to the floor.

			
			

		

	
		
			2.

			Then, five nights later, I was woken by a noise outside my bedroom window, a rustling or flapping, as if something had come unstuck. I was still padding around the bedside table for a contact lens when the bell began ringing solidly. I hadn’t heard it for a very long time. Grabbing a towel from the banister, I rushed to the door and opened it a crack. Lawrence moved right through me, wearing a loose grey suit and dragging his Umbro hold-­all, and repeatedly muttering a word that sounded like ‘typical’ and another that might have been ‘spite’ or ‘respite’ or possibly ‘expire’. From the living room, where he traditionally took up residence, he told me to ‘see to’ his taxi, knowing that I kept cash for that purpose on the radiator cover by the downstairs toilet. I grabbed a T-­shirt and ran out to the street. When I came back into the house, I found Lawrence pacing around the table, stopping now and again to scratch his neck and his upper right thigh.

			‘Fancy a drink, you know,’ he said, with an oddly bright inflection. He walked over to the cupboard and reached for a tumbler.

			
			

			‘The tenants left some rooibos.’

			‘Of course they did.’

			‘And ginger beer, I think, in the fridge.’

			‘What do you mean, “I think”?’

			‘It could be ginger ale. Just shut up. There’s definitely something.’

			‘And so there is,’ he said, then undid the cap, took a swig, shook his head, replaced the cap, put the bottle in the recycling bin, then slumped against the sideboard knocking star-­shaped ice cubes around his glass with the thin end of a fork I was sure I didn’t recognise. The mixture of elation and panic caused me to conclude that this was a departure as much as an arrival – that in coming here, he was also leaving Jane.

			He grabbed his bag from the hallway, emptied the contents, removed his trousers, shirt and charcoal jacket, and let them flop to the floor, then changed into a faded blue polo shirt, a pair of baggy 508s, and non-­matching Vans. I’d heard him say that dressing well is cheating. I realised that it was the first time I had seen his chest since our Berlin trip.

			He turned to me. ‘Johnny, have you seen that bit of paper?’ I welcomed his overtures. But I was also wary of allowing him to dictate the terms of conversation, so I shrugged and walked over to the sink. ‘With my ban.’

			
			

			‘You don’t mean your Selfridges ban?’ At some point before my brief stint working there, Lawrence had been involved in an incident of minor vandalism, as well as repeated attempts to steal a waistcoat.

			‘Yes, Johnny, I do mean that.’

			‘Not for ages. Why?’

			‘I’d like to see when it expires.’

			‘Why would it expire?’ I dropped a teabag into an I-­Heart-­Reading mug. I could no longer remember if
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