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Dedication

For Darren, James and Luke
Love also to Mum, Dad and Rachel


Epigraph

 

 

‘I could tell you my adventures – beginning from this morning,’ said Alice a little timidly: ‘but it’s no use going back to yesterday, because I was a different person then.’

 

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Lewis Carroll

 

 

synaesthesia [image: Image Missing]

 

noun

 

1. physiology
 a sensation experienced in a part of the body other than the part stimulated

 

2. psychology
 the subjective sensation of a sense other than the one being stimulated. For example, a sound may evoke sensations of colour

 

Collins English Dictionary
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TUESDAY (BOTTLE GREEN)

Afternoon

BEE LARKHAM’S MURDER WAS ice blue crystals with glittery edges and jagged, silver icicles.

That’s what I told the first officer we met at the police station, before Dad could stop me. I wanted to confess and get it over and done with. But he can’t have understood what I said or he forgot to pass on the message to his colleague who’s interviewing me now.

This man’s asked me questions for the last five minutes and twenty-two seconds that have nothing to do with what happened to my neighbour, Bee Larkham, on Friday night.

He says he’s a detective, but I’m not 100 per cent convinced. He’s wearing a white shirt and grey trousers instead of a uniform and we’re sitting on stained crimson sofas, surrounded by cream-coloured walls. A mirror’s on the wall to my left and a camera’s fixed in the right-hand corner of the ceiling.

They don’t interrogate criminals in here, not adult ones anyway. Toys sit on a shelf, along with an old Top Gear annual and a battered copy of the first Harry Potter book that looks like some kid tried to eat it. If this is supposed to put me at ease, it’s not working. The one-armed clown is definitely giving me the evil eye. 

Would you describe yourself as happy at school, Jasper?

Are you friends with any Year Eleven boys?

Do you know anything about boys visiting Bee Larkham’s house for music lessons?

Did Miss Larkham ask you to deliver messages or gifts to any boys, for example Lucas Drury?

Do you understand what condoms are used for?

The last question’s funny. I’m tempted to tell the detective that condom wrappers look like sparkly sweets, but I recently learnt the correct answer.

It’s SEX: a bubble gum pink word with a naughty lilac tint.

Again, what does that have to do with Bee and me? 

Before the interview began, this man told us his name was Richard Chamberlain.

Like the actor, he said.

I haven’t got a clue who the actor Richard Chamberlain is. Maybe he’s from one of Dad’s favourite US detective TV shows – Criminal Minds or CSI. I don’t know the colour of that actor’s voice, but this Richard Chamberlain’s voice is rusty chrome orange.

I’m trying to ignore his shade, which mixes unpleasantly with Dad’s muddy ochre and hurts my eyes. 

This morning, Dad got a phone call asking if he could bring me down to the station to answer some questions about Bee Larkham – the father of one of her young, male music students has made some serious allegations against her. His colleagues plan to interview her too, to get her side of the story.

I wasn’t in any trouble, Dad stressed, but I knew he was worried.

He came up with the idea of us taking in my notebooks and paintings. We would tell the police that I stand at my bedroom window with binoculars, watching the parakeets nesting in Bee Larkham’s oak tree. And about how I keep a record of everything I see out of my window.

It’s important the police think we’re cooperating, Jasper, and not attempting to hide anything.

I didn’t want to take any chances, so I stacked seventeen key paintings and eight boxes of notebooks – all filed correctly, their boxes labelled in date order – by the front door.

I hated the thought of them all together in one confined dark place: the boot of Dad’s car. What if the car crashed and burst into flames? My records would be destroyed. I helpfully suggested we divided the boxes and travelled in two separate taxis to the police station, like members of the Royal Family who aren’t allowed to travel together on one plane.

Dad vetoed this and muttered: ‘It might be a good thing if these boxes did go up in flames.’

I screamed glistening aquamarine clouds with sharp white edges at Dad until he promised never to harm my notebooks or paintings. But the damage was done and I couldn’t shake his threat or the colours out of my head; they mixed spitefully behind my eyes. I couldn’t bear to look at Dad or think about the terrible things he was capable of doing.

What he had done already.

Returning to the den in the corner of my bedroom, I rubbed the buttons on Mum’s cardigan until I felt calmer. When I crawled out again twenty-nine minutes later, Dad had packed the car without me. He’d replaced some of my numbered boxes containing records of the people on this street with much older ones from the loft.

You’ve made a mistake, I told him. These are my notebooks from years ago, listing Star Wars characters and merchandise.

Dad said not to worry; the police would probably still be interested in the range of my work and the selection of notebooks could help distract them. 

I disliked his explanation. Worse still, when I looked closer in the boot, I realized he’d put box number four on top of box number six.

‘Number four’s carrot orange and sneaky!’ I said. ‘It can’t go on top of dusky pink and friendly number six. They don’t even remotely belong together! How can you not know that by now?’

I wanted to add: Why can’t you see what I can see?

There was no point, there never is. Dad’s blind to a lot of things, particularly involving me. When I was little it was always Mum who understood my colours. But Mum’s gone now and Dad doesn’t want to know.

He let me go back inside so I could spin on the chair in the kitchen rather than run to my den again. We didn’t have time, but we both knew I had to avoid more upset. I felt like an actor, walking around in the shoes belonging to me – Jasper Wishart – ever since the night Bee Larkham …

I couldn’t go there. Not yet.

I had to get the long, snaky ticker tape in my head in order. It had tangled up, with vital bits damaged or jumbled together. I couldn’t figure out how to rejig what had happened back into place.

Being late freaked me out even more. Dad said it’d be OK and not to worry, but that’s what he says whenever we get late-payment reminders for our electricity bills. I’m not sure I can trust his judgement any more.

After I’d double-checked my boxes were settled in the boot, we made sure our seat belts were fastened, because people are thirty times more likely to be thrown from a vehicle if they’re not wearing one.

When we finally arrived, we were fifteen minutes and forty-three seconds late. The desk sergeant told us this wasn’t a problem and we should take a seat, a detective would see us soon.

The desk sergeant’s voice was light copper. I tried not to giggle at the irony. No one else in the police station would understand the joke, apart from Dad, who wouldn’t laugh. He doesn’t find my colours funny.

I longed to fly around the waiting room like a parakeet. Instead, I folded my arms tight and pretended I was a normal thirteen-year-old boy. I stared at my watch. Counting.

Five minutes, fourteen seconds.

The door beeped open, light greyish turquoise circles, and a man in a grey suit came out and shook Dad’s hand without glancing at me.

‘Hello, Detective,’ Dad said. ‘Are you in charge of the investigation into Bee and these boys?’

The man took Dad aside and spoke quietly in muted grey-white lines. He didn’t talk to me or stare.

I overheard Dad tell the detective he doubted I could help because I don’t recognize people’s faces. Something to do with my profound learning difficulties, Dad suspected. He’ll get that assessed at some point.

Did the detective still want to go ahead with the interview? It could be a waste of everyone’s time.

‘Jasper sees colours and shapes for all sounds too, but that’s not much use to anyone either,’ Dad added.

How dare he say that? It’s useful to me because the distinctive colour of people’s voices helps me recognize them. Plus, it’s not just useful, it’s wonderful – something Dad will never understand.

My life is a thrilling kaleidoscope of colours only I can see.

When I look out of my bedroom window, chaffinches serenade me with sugar-mouse pink trills from the treetops and indignant blackbirds create light turquoise lines that make me laugh.

When I lie in bed on Saturday mornings, Dad bombards me with electric greens, deep violets and unripe raspberries from the radio in the kitchen.

I’m glad I’m not like most other teenage boys because I get to see the world in its full multi-coloured glory. I can’t tell people’s faces apart, but I see the colour of sounds and that is so much better.

I was desperate to tell this police officer that while he and Dad can see hundreds of colours, I see millions.

But there are also terrible colours in this world that no one should ever have to witness. Since Friday night I haven’t been able to get some of these ugly tints out of my head, however hard I try.

I longed to disobey Dad and tell this detective that whenever I close my eyes at night the palette becomes even more vivid, more brutal.

That’s because I can’t stop seeing the colour of murder.
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TUESDAY (BOTTLE GREEN)

Still That Afternoon

BEFORE WE CAME TO the station, Dad had instructed me to avoid talking about Friday night; I had to stick to what we’d discussed. But when we got there, he was the first person to divert from the plan, not me. Even though they were on the other side of the waiting room, I could hear him firing question after question at the police officer.

‘Is this a formal interview?’ he asked. ‘About young boys visiting Bee’s house?’

Low murmurs rippled from the detective, grey-white noise in the background that floated away as if it didn’t want to draw attention to itself.

‘Oh, OK. Not formal, but a first account about Bee and her relationship with Lucas Drury in particular? That’s it? I’ve tried to explain to Jasper what you might want to ask him, but it’s difficult for someone like him.’

Grey-white lines turned into fluffy clouds and drifted off.

‘Have you tried to get hold of Bee yet?’ Dad went on. 

More muted coloured murmurs as the detective’s head moved up and down – something about the police not being able to locate her yet for questioning.

What was a First Account? Why was I really here?

I looked from one man to the other but discovered no clues stamped on their faces. Did Dad and the detective want me to talk about my first impression of Bee Larkham’s voice?

Sky blue.

My memory of our first meeting?

I have a feeling we’re going to be great friends.

Or did they want to know about her first threat?

Do this for me tonight or I won’t let you watch the parakeets from my bedroom window ever again. I’ll stop feeding them unless you do exactly as I say.

I wanted Dad to explain what they were discussing, but he had to fetch the boxes from the car. While we waited, I watched the light dove-grey tapping of my foot and felt the detective’s eyes slice like a knife through my forehead and into my brain as if he knew every detail from beginning to end. The whole ghastly coloured story with no edits.

The waiting room walls closed in on me. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t hear anything or see any colours. I forgot the story I had to tell, the one Dad and me had rehearsed for hours at home. Instead, I walked over to the detective, took a deep breath, and began to confess while I had the chance. He remained silent as I told him all about the ring-necked parakeets nesting in Bee Larkham’s oak tree.

They’re incredibly intelligent and musically colourful like a vibrant orchestra. They’ve already got me into trouble with the police and our neighbours but are still my favourite birds in the world.

More importantly I said very loudly and clearly: ‘Ice blue crystals with glittery edges and jagged, silver icicles.’

I didn’t have time to explain these were the colours and shapes of Bee’s screams on Friday night because Dad returned, carrying the first two boxes.

‘Don’t talk without me here, Jasper,’ he said. ‘Sit back down over there.’

A deep line appeared between his eyes. He was annoyed or angry or anxious because I’d launched into the story without him. Dad needn’t have worried. I’d spent three minutes and twenty-three seconds describing the parakeets and their glorious colours, but hadn’t got to the part about hurting Bee Larkham with the sharp, glinty knife and all the blood yet.

Dad’s left eye twitched as he turned to the man in the suit. ‘Art’s his favourite subject at school. He’ll get carried away talking about colours and painting if you let him.’

His muddy ochre voice transmitted a secret warning to me:

Keep quiet or someone will carry you away to a different world.

I returned to the bright orange plastic chair while the detective punched silver coin-shaped numbers into the door panel and disappeared. Dad came back and forth with boxes. I unfolded my arms in case Light Copper thought I looked defensive and had something to hide.

Dad always says that first impressions are important:

Focus on a person’s face and make eye contact otherwise you’ll look shifty.

If this is too difficult, fake eye contact by staring above a person’s eyebrows.

Try to act normal.

Don’t flap your arms.

Don’t rock.

Don’t go on about your colours.

Don’t tell anyone what you did to Bee Larkham.

Remember, that’s not the reason they want to speak to us today.

I was sure I’d impressed the detective. I’d told him the absolute truth. Well, 66 per cent of it. I hadn’t told him everything. I didn’t want to think about the missing 34 per cent.

After three minutes and fifteen seconds, the desk sergeant buzzed us through the door. Dad heaved the boxes into a small room.

A man in a white shirt entered ten seconds later. He looked at me and then up at the camera.

‘Hello, Jasper. Thank you for coming here today. For the record, I’m DC Richard Chamberlain. Also present is Jasper’s father, Ed Wishart. It’s Tuesday the 12 of April and we’re here to discuss an allegation made against your neighbour Bee Larkham.’

His voice was a gross shade of rusty chrome orange.

‘What was your name again?’ I said, shuddering.

‘Richard Chamberlain – like the actor,’ he replied. ‘My one and only claim to fame. Shall we get started?’

We sat opposite each other on the sofas, me shuffling almost off the edge to avoid the vomit-looking stain and Dad yanking me backwards with a hard grip.

My heart had dropped like a huge, glass lift. This wasn’t the first detective I’d met in the waiting room who listened carefully and only spoke in reassuring white-grey murmurs.

This was Rusty Chrome Orange, possibly named after a mysterious actor from some American TV crime show.

I took an instant dislike to him due to:

1. His colour (obviously)

2. He talked about dumb actors and claimed to be famous

3. He stared directly at me

Without warning, he launched into a series of baffling questions about school, my friends and teachers, gifts for boys and condom wrappers that can be disguised as sparkly sweets. But his questions were all wrong from the start – and they haven’t improved. 

Where’s the grey suited man from the waiting room?

‘I don’t want to be rude, but I hate your colour and I don’t want to talk to you.’

‘Jasper! We discussed this, Son – about being polite and respectful when you answer questions.’

‘Yes, but perhaps the police officer who had grey-white whispers can come back? He seemed to get me. I don’t want Richard Chamberlain like the actor. I want the first detective from the waiting room.’

Silence.

People say silence is golden. They’re wrong. It’s no colour at all.

Rusty Chrome Orange speaks again. ‘That was me, Jasper, in the waiting room. You talked to me about colours and parakeets.’

‘What?’

He picks up his notebook. ‘Ice blue crystals with glittery edges and jagged, silver icicles. You also said that parakeets are incredibly intelligent.’

I glance at Dad to verify Rusty Chrome Orange’s story.

His head moves up and down. ‘You were speaking to DC Chamberlain while I got the boxes from the car.’

I can scarcely believe it. I can’t look at Dad or the detective from the waiting room who has morphed into Richard Chamberlain aka Rusty Chrome Orange. I stare at the grey jacket lying next to the detective on the sofa. He’s taken it off. I didn’t notice him carry the jacket in here.

‘Oh.’ I can’t think of anything else to say. Oh is a small word, exactly how I feel.

Tiny. Insignificant.

Oh. A colour that people can’t see.

‘Sorry, I forgot.’ It’s a lie, of course, but a useful one. Like Sorry, I didn’t see you. I trot it out at least once a day when I don’t recognize someone I’m supposed to.

‘I did try to warn you,’ Dad’s muddy ochre voice says to Richard Chamberlain. ‘He doesn’t recognize me if I turn up at his school unexpectedly.’

He’s right.

I don’t remember Dad’s face.

Richard Chamberlain’s face.

Anyone’s face.

I see them, yet I don’t. Not as complete pictures.

I close my eyes. I hear the muddy ochre of Dad’s voice, but can’t draw together the image of his face in my mind. I couldn’t pick him out of a line-up of men wearing blue jeans and blue shirts – his usual uniform. Is that what Dad’s got on today? I can’t remember. I haven’t paid enough attention.

When he speaks, the rusty chrome orange of Richard Chamberlain’s voice pummels my eyeballs, but if he walked up to me in the street I wouldn’t be able to recognize him unless I’d memorized a distinctive detail: the make of his watch, a hat, socks featuring a character like Homer Simpson or the colour of his voice. Those are the kinds of things I look for first, rather than hair colour or styles that change whenever people run their hands over their heads.

I open my eyes again. None of the usual clues helped me today. Rusty Chrome Orange wasn’t wearing unusual clothes. He tricked me by taking off his grey jacket and whispered, which disguised the genuine colour of his voice with white and grey lines.

Whispers are always frustrating for me because they completely change the hues of people’s voices. Coughs and colds play the same mean trick, which is really sneaky too.

More colourless silence. 

It lasts longer than before. I count ten teeth with my tongue before Richard Chamberlain clears his throat, creating an offensive ochre shade.

‘You’ve gone to town on this,’ he says, pointing at my boxes as I perch with one buttock hovering in mid-air over the fried egg-shaped splodge on the sofa.

I sigh. ‘We didn’t go to town. We came straight here otherwise we’d have been even later.’

‘Okaaaaaaaay.’ The rusty chrome orange stretches into an equally unpleasant brownish mud colour.

Richard Chamberlain – call me Richard – clarifies that he’s surprised by how many notebooks I keep and stresses there was no need to bring so many today. He only wants to know if anything I’ve seen might help the investigation.

Before Dad can stop me, I pull out the crucial notebook from box number six and turn to 22 January. This isn’t the true beginning, but it’s an incredibly important day in the sequence of events that followed:

7.02 a.m.

Parakeets land in the oak tree at 20 Vincent Gardens.

Happy, bright pink and sapphire showers with golden droplets.

7.06 a.m.

Man wearing cabbage green pyjamas opens upstairs window of house next to Bee Larkham’s. Shouts prickly tomato red words at parakeets. Clue: Number 22 belongs to David Gilbert.

‘Can we skip forwards?’ Rusty Chrome Orange interrupts, setting my teeth on edge. ‘I’m not sure this is getting us anywhere.’

I sigh. We’re back to where we started, with Rusty Chrome Orange asking the wrong questions again.

If he were a proper detective, he’d have asked me to rewind and start even earlier, from the day it all began: 17 January.

The day Bee Larkham moved into our street.

I guess I understand Rusty Chrome Orange’s impatience. It’s been four days since her murder and he still doesn’t seem to realize she’s dead, but he needs to follow the correct order. I try again with my entry from 22 January, since this part is clear in my head. It’s not confused at all:

8.29 a.m.

Cherry Cords with a dog barking yellow French fries talks to Dad on street. Smoking Black Duffle Coat Man arrives but I don’t hear him speak.

Cherry Cords threatens to kill parakeets using a shotgun. The colour of his trousers, the dull red, grainy voice and the dog give me clues – this must be David Gilbert from number 22.

I don’t know the colour of Black Duffle Coat Man’s voice. I double-check his identity later and Dad says it was Ollie Watkins. I haven’t spoken to him before. He moved back to the street a couple of weeks ago to look after his mum, Lily Watkins, who is dying of cancer at number 18.

I pause and wait for Rusty Chrome Orange to catch up because this is the first sign a murder’s going to happen on our street. But he’s hitting his knee with a pen and has missed the vital clue.

Tap, tap, tap.

A light brown sound with flaky blue-black edges.

I ignore the irritating colour and jump ahead by nine minutes.

8.38 a.m.

Set off for school with Dad, worrying about David Gilbert. He’s lived on our street as long as Mrs Watkins. I ask Dad why he mentioned the shotgun. Dad says he’s a retired gamekeeper and still goes pheasant and partridge shooting every year.

Why oh why isn’t someone trying
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Prologue

‘Memory boy, memory boy, memory boy!’

The audience chants my nickname as I step forward, willing my heart rate to slow and my hands to remain steady. William is behind me on the stage, just out of the spotlight, along with Bai and Francesca. He gives an encouraging nod and crosses his fingers for luck as I glance back. We’ve both been up since 4 a.m. as usual, revising for tonight’s televised final of Little Einsteins: Britain’s Brainiest Kids. I’ve aced the mathematics and memory rounds, as expected – not even my brother can come close to beating me in these fields. My fortes are complex equations along with memorizing the order of three fifty-two-card decks in sixty minutes.

My fellow competitors have caught up in logic, history and geography; they remain my weakest areas despite extensive drilling from Father. We’re in a tie going into the sudden-death round. If I can get through these English Literature questions without making a single mistake, the prize will belong to me. However, one wrong answer could cost me the whole contest.

The camera zooms in as I walk up to the podium. I lower the microphone, which one of my previous rivals had adjusted before being eliminated.

‘Let’s give a warm welcome back to twelve-year-old Simon Sparks,’ Little Einsteins’ host, Jon Dolan, says to the camera, flashing a mega-watt smile. ‘He joined Mensa at the age of five and has a genius level IQ of one hundred and sixty-four, which makes him cleverer than Albert Einstein and Professor Stephen Hawking. Simon wants to study maths at Cambridge University and crack the Riemann Hypothesis – a problem that has baffled mathematicians for more than a hundred and forty years. We believe he can do it – Simon is a genius, destined for greatness!’

The audience whoops and cheers.

‘Simon has blown us away with his stunning performance throughout this contest,’ he continues, ‘but can he survive the sudden-death round? Let’s find out!’

Jon’s forehead is shiny under the bright lights even though the makeup lady dabbed his face with powder in the break.

‘Are you ready?’ He mops his brow with a tissue as the camera pans to me.

I look for Father in the front row. He’s sat next to Mother, who’s staring at her lap. Father’s lips are moving. The spotlight blinds me but I know what he’s mouthing: Bright sparks create fires, the Sparks’ family motto. Beside him, Mother’s lips remain tightly pressed shut.

I turn to the host. ‘I was born ready!’

Jon fires his first question about Shakespeare’s plays.

I close my eyes and search for the answer from within the rooms of my Memory Palace; a structure Father is teaching me to build inside my head to store information.

‘Romeo and Juliet,’ I say confidently.

The audience claps.

I step back into the shadows. The spotlight shifts between William and Bai as they each walk up to the podium, and finally lands on Francesca. They all successfully answer their questions. I take a deep breath as the light sears my face once more.

‘Right, Simon,’ Jon announces with a flourish, ‘it’s back to you. The line: “I had no advice, no counsel, no encouragement, no consolation, no assistance, no support, of any kind, from anyone, that I can call to mind,” is said by a character in which novel by Charles Dickens?’

I look down at Mother. Her shoulders are trembling; her fingers brush something from her cheek. Is she crying? She pulls out a handkerchief from her pocket but, before she can dab her face, Father catches her hand. He places it firmly in her lap and pats it. His hand remains on top of hers.

I hesitate. I’ve lost my focus.

‘Please can you repeat the question?’

This is a useful delaying technique.

‘I’m afraid that’s not possible in the sudden-death round,’ Jon replies. ‘I need an answer.’

I scour my Memory Palace, but I can’t find the answer in any of the rooms. Where is it? I know it’s here somewhere.

I stare at Mother. Tears are rolling down her face. Father’s leaning forward, jaw clenched. His fists are hard, tight balls.

‘Simon? Can you give me an answer or would you like to pass?’

Desperately, I run along the corridors of my mind, trying door after door. None of them will open.

‘Great Expectations?’

I hold my breath.

My ears are buzzing.

I hear a stifled gasp behind me and, in that moment, I realize I’ve failed.

‘I’m sorry,’ Jon says finally. ‘The answer I’m looking for is David Copperfield. You are eliminated from the final.’

I turn around, searching for William’s usual support, but a wide grin stretches across his face.

For the first time ever, he’s celebrating my defeat. The stage is finally his.
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Eighteen years later, November 2018

SIMON

‘HEY, EINSTEIN! GET A move on with those French fries! Shovel them. It’s not rocket science!’

I jump as Ed appears at the fry station during the Monday lunchtime rush. He’s caught me daydreaming again. I was deep in thought, concentrating on a new prime number theory that looks promising. I shake the baskets, which are submerged in spitting golden oil. Dark brown splinters bob to the surface creating interesting formations of Roman numerals.

‘You’ve burnt them, you blithering idiot!’ he barks. ‘We can’t serve those. Start over!’

‘I’m on it,’ I confirm.

‘I’d prefer you to bloody well fry it!’

This is my boss’s feeble attempt at humour, but none of my co-workers laugh; he’s marginally less popular than me, albeit for different reasons. Ed possesses a rat-like face, a short fuse and an IQ level, I suspect, of 79, which is borderline deficient. His features would not be out of place within the prison population, yet they have inexplicably propelled him up the management ladder of this Prince Burger branch in West London. His professional success is possibly even more difficult to fathom than the Riemann Hypothesis.

Unfortunately, Ed hasn’t returned to the sanctuary of his office and is still hovering.

‘Something’s attached to you.’

Before I can stop him, he whips off my Post-it, containing a series of complex variables. I’d surreptitiously attached it to my uniform, allowing me to cast my eye over the mathematical workings during quiet spells.

‘What is this?’

I shrug. He wouldn’t understand if I attempted to explain the complicated concepts.

‘And more to the point, what the hell is this?’ He hoists up a heavy white sack from the counter.

Despite Ed’s unfortunately low IQ level, I thought he would definitely recognize the bag’s contents. ‘Those are frozen French fries. Pre-cooked, they are pale in colour.’

‘Yes, I know that, you moron!’ Ed trembles with rage. ‘But why have you left the bag out instead of putting it back in the freezer? They’ve started to defrost! You’ve wasted at least thirty batches! What have you been doing all morning?’

I can’t admit I was horribly distracted, and not even by my mathematical equations, which require urgent attention. On arrival at Prince Burger, I discovered that Archie – the stray cat whom I have named in honour of Archimedes – had a nasty cut above his left eye. After finally coaxing him out from behind the dustbins, I tended to his wound and provided saucers of water and leftover chicken scraps.

‘Sorry. I was somewhere else.’

Ed’s face turns an unflattering beetroot red – and that’s before he notices I’ve also accidentally left out a pack of frozen burgers. I moved them to get to the fries.

‘You mean like yesterday and the day before that? Exactly how many batches of burnt fries have you binned in the last week because you were somewhere else?’

He doesn’t wait for the correct answer, which is three and three-quarters. One portion was salvageable if you like fries very well done. He’s shaking his head faux-regretfully as he bins the bag.

‘I thought that docking the number of stars on your badge would make you buck up your ideas, but I was clearly wrong. I’ve given you enough chances.’

No, no, no.

Being relegated to Ed’s lowest possible staff ranking – one star out of a possible five for work ethic, teamwork and good hygiene – was humiliating, but not completely unexpected.

‘I’ll try harder, Ed. I’ll stop … thinking about other things.’

‘Honestly, this is pretty much the last straw. You’re costing me money and have zero people skills. Two employees have lodged complaints over your insensitive IQ level comments. I’m interviewing for new recruits tomorrow – you’re definitely replaceable. You won’t be missed by anyone.’

I flinch at the accusation.

‘Please don’t fire me,’ I whisper.

My pulse quickens with panic. This is one of the few jobs that allow me to pursue my true passions while earning a living wage. Looking for alternative employment will adversely affect my quest to discover the hidden pattern within prime number sequences, thereby solving the Riemann Hypothesis. Plus, there’s only one thing more embarrassing than working at Prince Burger for someone with my IQ level, and that’s being fired from Prince Burger. My brother William would never let me live it down.

Ed glares at me. ‘Why not? You clearly want to be somewhere else.’

‘I need this job. I have to pay my rent, my bills … I promise I’ll work on my productivity and people skills. Please, Ed. You’ll see massive improvements, I swear.’

He sighs deeply, weighing up my fate.

‘I’m begging you. I can do better. Give me another chance. Think of all the times I’ve suggested new and better shift schedules and assisted with reordering stock. Plus, I’m the only employee you trust to fix mechanical glitches.’

Ed sighs again, and I feel a glimmer of hope.

‘OK, but this is your final, final warning, do you understand? If I don’t see improvements in the next few weeks, you’re out.’

He screws up the Post-it and bins it, stalking off before I’m able to thank him. I exhale slowly. Ed respects only the swift supply of customers’ food yet for me it’s a means to an end. However, we appear to have reached an uneasy truce – at least for the time being. After scooping out the burnt detritus from the oil and discarding the bag of rapidly defrosting burgers, I take another sack from the freezer and refill Fro-Bot – my pet name for the mercurial robot who refuses to work unless she’s handled with respect. She dispenses exactly one kilogram of uncooked potato chips, which her mechanical arm picks up and places in the fryers, to be cooked for precisely three minutes at 171 degrees Celsius, shaken halfway through.

‘We’re having a run on fries, Prof!’ Marta calls over from the counter. ‘You’d better get moving!’

‘It’s coming!’

Marta claims to be a Game of Thrones enthusiast, dyeing her long dark brown hair blonde to look like the Mother of Dragons for fan conventions. But she always appears uninterested whenever I test her on trivia from the hit TV show or facts about Poland, where she grew up. Although she never invites me to drinks after work along with everyone else, I’m grateful for her continuing deference to my superior abilities. That’s what they call me here: Prof or Einstein. Not Memory Boy or Freak although Ed, admittedly, does call me Shithead Simon whenever I screw up.

Pam – one of Prince Burger’s more mature employees – swings by my station. She’s only just begun work so she can’t be after her usual break-time fries. Her eyes are red; maybe she has an infection.

‘I have a massive favour to ask, Prof. I’m looking for someone to cover the last two hours of my shift. I need to be gone by four p.m. Something urgent has come up at home. Please can you help?’

My schedule is proving increasingly challenging despite rising at 4 a.m. each day. William has named my conundrum ‘Simon’s Equilateral Triangle’. It’s a never-ending battle to ensure all three points – working here, my preparation for general knowledge contests and mathematical research – remain balanced. I wince, though. Pam, at least, has never rolled her eyes at my conversation openers or called me a derogatory name even in jest.

‘Sorry, I have too much to do outside of work.’

She sighs heavily, her shoulders drooping. ‘I thought you’d say that, but it was worth a shot.’ She looks around the kitchen for someone else to approach.

‘Good luck, Pam.’

I turn away, remove the fries, shake again and dispense in the pan, before transferring to the bagging station for seasoning and packing. There’s a glorious monotony to the routine, which allows me to think about more important things. I enjoy the constant hum of machinery and voices and the physical proximity of people around me – the flow of customers drifting in and out of the restaurant and the frantic racing around by my co-workers. Sometimes, like Pam, they’ll speak to me briefly or accidentally brush against my body. The warmth of human contact almost takes my breath away.

I’m still repetitively shovelling fries towards the end of my shift when a fracas breaks out. A tall man with a shaved head and tattoos on his knuckles has homed in on Marta at the counter. He is our Worst Customer, or ‘The Worstomer’ as I have renamed him. He deliberately disrupts our routine at least once a week, sometimes by randomly ordering a Princely Whirl at 7.30 a.m. when he knows the ice-cream machines are switched off. Other days he demands ‘off-menu’ choices with ingredients we don’t stock. These encounters seem to enable him to let off steam. I suspect this is his idea of therapy or post-prison rehabilitation.

‘I didn’t order that, you moron! Take it back!’ The Worstomer hurls the box across the counter. It shoots off, the burger spilling onto the floor. ‘Don’t you understand English, you stupid bitch? I ordered a cheeseburger!’

This is his favourite trick – changing his order and pretending it’s the server’s fault. The Worstomer likes to make women cry, the younger the better. He glances past Marta and I make the mistake of catching his eye.

‘Oi, mate! Do we have a problem?’ His jaw locks, his fists clench; he’s daring me to stop him.

My mouth dries painfully; my limbs turn to stone.

I know a million and one facts that come in handy during my successful quiz championship participation – the average bullet travels at around 1,700 mph; it is illegal to own only one parrot or guinea pig in Switzerland; and J and Q are the only letters that do not appear on the periodic table. But I cannot defend Marta from this monster.

Jerkily, as though rusted at my joints, I turn away.

I can’t get involved. I’m only ever a bystander.

I return to my duties: restocking Fro-Bot, reviewing my prime number theories and stacking packets of fries as the shouts become louder. Marta flees the counter in tears. Carlos abandons flipping burgers and goes after her, and The Worstomer directs a tirade of abuse at Ed, who’s trying to calm him down.

As a young child, William taught me how to turn off from frightening confrontations by retreating into myself. I close my eyes and enter the Memory Palace, which is constructed inside my head. I use this visualization technique to store everything I must remember. I attach facts, theories and formulae to specific objects in the rooms. A list of Japanese emperors is kept in a green, crackled sixteenth-century Ming vase in a first-floor living room while the formula for Newton’s Second Law dangles from a crystal chandelier in a third-floor drawing room.

I picture it as a large Victorian mansion, with many floors and rooms. It has numerous places to hide.

I imagine running into a heavily fortressed ground-floor room. A sturdy oak door slams shut behind me.

I lock it.

Slide two bolts into place.

Put a chain across it.

I won’t open this door until it’s safe to come out again.
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JODIE

‘CAN I COME IN now?’

Zak has insisted I wait outside our bedsit door while he gets my birthday surprise ready. I ignore pervy Steve who shuffles past in the corridor, while simultaneously scratching his groin. Nice.

‘Soon, Mummy!’

I hear a series of thuds, followed by a muffled ‘Aagh!’

‘Are you OK in there?’

‘Yup,’ he says, breathlessly.

What is he doing? I dread to think what he’s creating, or more like destroying. But then again, I might as well let him go for it. He can’t really make our shitty bedsit look any worse than it already does.

I check my watch. ‘I can’t wait to see this, Zak, but I need to drop you off at Sandra’s before school and catch the bus. I mustn’t be late for this interview.’

I picture the leftovers in the fridge; if I don’t get a new job today I’ll need to visit the food bank. I lost my cleaning gig last month when the Duffin family moved from Clapham to Switzerland, and every interview I’ve been to since has been a dead loss. I’m in debt and next month is Christmas.

Today’s interview is the most promising thing I’ve had in ages. The Prince Burger shifts are flexible; I can work around college and school hours and the staff benefits look great – the food vouchers will help in tight weeks.

‘Now, Mummy, but you have to keep your eyes closed.’

I turn the handle. The familiar scent of damp drifts into my nostrils as I feel my way into the cramped, cold room. I can’t mask the strong, musky odour however many joss sticks I light.

‘Ta-dah! You can open them now. Happy birthday!’

The first thing I see is my gorgeous son – all beaming smiles, freckles and crazily tousled light brown hair. His toy dog is tucked beneath his right armpit as usual. Next, I spot the ‘Happy Birthday’ banner, made from three pieces of scrawled-on A4 paper roughly taped together. It’s draped across my towering piles of novels, which had been neatly stacked against the wall and now look precarious. Beneath the sign, he’s formed a big letter ‘M’ for ‘Mummy’ on the threadbare, stained carpet using books including The Bell Jar, Wide Sargasso Sea, A Christmas Carol and To Kill a Mockingbird.

‘Wow! Amazing!’

I move closer, pretending I’m inspecting his handiwork, and straighten a leaning skyscraper – if one book comes out of place the whole thing will come tumbling down. I don’t want to damage the spines or bend the pages.

Zak hops from one foot to the other with excitement. ‘Look at this!’

He gestures to the table; we eat here and it also doubles as my desk and Mum HQ. My college files, swear box and homemade heater have been pushed to one side, along with the iron; I need to change the fuse. Centre stage is a chocolate cake with glossy frosting. My stomach rumbles. I’d settled for toast last night so Zak could have an extra big helping of veggie slosh – his description of the stew, not mine.

‘Mmmm. That looks yummy!’

‘Sandra bought it for us after school yesterday. We got candles from the pound store!’ Zak holds up a packet. ‘I didn’t know how many to put on the cake.’

‘How old do you think I am?’

‘Forty? Or maybe forty-five?’

Jesus. I glance at the wardrobe mirror, taking in the dark violet rings beneath my eyes and the hollowed cheekbones. Most days I still feel like a kid – stupidly expecting someone else to tell me what to do – but, in this cold daylight, I look ancient, like I’ve lived several lives already. Maybe I shouldn’t be so hard on myself. I got up at 4 a.m. again to reread a few chapters of Great Expectations and make notes for my latest essay. How else can I get everything done?

‘I’m twenty-five,’ I say, sighing.

‘Phew! That’s better than forty. Billy says when you’re that old, you may as well be dead.’

I swallow a snort. Cheers, Billy. That’s something to look forward to. I thought this birthday was bad enough – it isn’t exactly how I’d pictured myself turning twenty-five when I was growing up in the children’s home. I figured I’d have made it by now. I’d have a good job, a lovely flat and enough money to go out with friends at weekends. Where the hell have all the years gone? I’ve nothing to show for them really … apart from Zak who makes everything worthwhile.

‘Here’s your present. I got it specially.’ He passes me a brightly wrapped package, which feels book-shaped.

‘Oooh. What is it?’ I pretend to shake it.

‘Open it and see.’

I rip off the paper and pull out Great Expectations. I sneak a look at the table; my copy is absent from the pile of notes.

‘It’s your favourite book. I thought I’d wrap it up for you.’

‘That’s a great idea, thank you! Very thoughtful.’ I draw him in for a hug, but he struggles beneath my arms.

‘No time!’

Sadly, he’s stingy with his cuddles and thrusts a card at me instead. This is what he was secretly making on Saturday while I studied for my tutorial. A stick woman is holding hands with a stick boy, who’s clutching a stick dog. Beneath the picture, he’s written:

For The Best Mummy In The World. Happy Birthday. I luv you, Zak.

I open my eyes wide to prevent tears from forming. How can I be a great mum when we live here? The bedsit is always cold and clammy, even though I’ve resorted to homemade double-glazing – cling film tacked onto the window – to keep in some warmth. But the mould continues to grow up the far wall in the shape of a fat man, which Zak has nicknamed Hairy Mo. I squint at it now. Bloody hell. Zak’s used a red crayon to give him birthday balloons. Thank God our useless landlord never visits.

Obviously, I’m not as bad as my own mum, but Zak deserves more than this.

I clench my fists. I swear I’m going to give him more than I had growing up. Next year, on my twenty-sixth birthday, things could be different for both of us. I have to believe that.

‘Let’s light the candles,’ I say, opening the packet.

‘Have we got twenty-five?’ he asks.

‘No, but why don’t we use the number we had on your birthday cake as you’ve made today so special?’

‘I’m seven and nine months. Let’s have eight and break a bit off the end of one.’

I do as he says, despite the waste, as it’s quicker than arguing. ‘There.’ I throw the small chunk of wax into the bin.

Zak grins. ‘Does that mean I get to blow them all out? Sandra says they’re lucky candles and make all wishes come true.’

‘I don’t see why not.’

‘Cool!’

I take the large clay flowerpot off the muffin tray and place it next to the cake. Beneath it is a smaller flowerpot, a piece of metal sealing the hole to keep in the heat from the four tealights beneath. This is a neat trick, one I was taught at the hostel – it takes the chill off the room when I can’t afford to top up the meter. I use one of the tealights to light the seven-and-a-bit candles.

‘Go for it, Zak!’

He takes a deep breath and takes out most of the candles in three puffs, which he clarifies means three wishes.

‘What did you wish for?’

‘A lightsaber that changes colour like Billy’s.’

I gulp. I’m pretty sure his friend’s lightsaber cost almost £40 – which is far more than I have to spend on food in a week.

‘Or that big Star Wars Lego set for Christmas,’ Zak adds, hedging his bets.

‘Hmm. Did you wish for anything cheaper or, preferably, free?’

‘Global warming.’

‘You mean you want it to stop?’

‘Of course! I want to save the polar bears.’

‘That’s a very noble wish. What’s your third one?’

‘I want Daddy—’

‘Is that the time?’ I flick a look at my watch. ‘We need to get a move on.’

No way are we talking about Jason on my birthday. I have to look forward, not dwell on the past.

‘But it’s your turn,’ Zak says, frowning. ‘I almost had all my wishes.’

‘I’ll do it when you’re ready. Get your backpack.’

‘Do we have to make it snappy?’

The cheeky monkey’s imitating my voice. ‘Yes! Remember, we’re a team?’

I put on some upbeat music, which usually makes him get his butt in gear. We run around cleaning teeth, brushing hair and having last-minute trips to the toilet down the corridor. While Zak searches under our double bed for his spelling book and other shoe, I tidy up the books, slipping Great Expectations into my handbag for the bus journey. I open the bedside table, pulling out the email I had printed off in the library. I reread it, even though I can recite the letter off by heart after receiving it this weekend:

Dear Jodie

Lucy Cavendish College has shortlisted your application for interview and is pleased to invite you for further assessment as detailed below.

Daring to hope, I grip the piece of paper tightly until my knuckles turn white. But that old, familiar voice in my head swiftly returns, chipping away at my self-confidence.

Why are you putting yourself and Zak through this? You’re wasting your time. You’re definitely going to fail.

My doubting, inner voice is right. Far better candidates than me all want the same thing: to study English at Cambridge. Only six undergraduate places are up for grabs at this college next autumn. Everyone else will know what to do. I’ve read all sorts of things about the interviews – they’ll try to catch me out with offbeat questions, to see if I can think on my feet. I’ll be up against people with good school records who can afford private tutors to prep them. They’ll have watched Shakespeare performances, whereas I’ve never seen a live play.

I scan my wall planner, where I’ve flagged all my looming deadlines. The Cambridge exam and interview are both on the same day next month. I’ll need to prepare like mad for the assessments as well as juggle college with looking after Zak and, hopefully, working at Prince Burger if I get the job. I’m knackered already.

Can I really do this?

When I look in the mirror again, I recognize that familiar spark of defiance in my eyes. I catch a glimpse of the young girl I used to be – someone who put up a fight. I had to look fearless at my old comp; it was Jodie Brook versus the world. I punched kids who called me a ‘skank’. I swore at the teachers who expected nothing from me because I came from a children’s home. They wrote me off from the day I arrived, putting me into bottom sets, and I lived up to their low expectations, giving them lip and playing truant.

‘Jodie is unlikely to amount to anything in life unless she changes her poor attitude,’ Mr Chalker wrote in my report card. ‘She is more suited to vocational options than university.’

The only person who ever believed in me was Lizzie, the school librarian who later became my friend. She’d help me with my English homework in the library and recommend books she thought I might like. A lump rises in my throat as I pick up the picture of us linking arms at school from the mantelpiece. The pile of books on the table in the photo hides my bump. The picture was taken shortly before I was kicked out of the sixth form without being allowed to sit my exams and Lizzie lost her job; the head teacher axed her library to make room for a new IT suite. Lizzie salvaged the novels that had been thrown into the skip in the staff car park; most are here in this room now, along with her own personal book collection. I hold the photo to my heart. I still can’t quite believe she’s never going to walk into this room again and ask me what I’m reading.

I close my eyes and feel the warmth of one of her reassuring hugs.

I remember her words:

Believe in yourself, Jodie. Don’t give up. Aim high.

Although she’s gone, her voice conquers the doubting one that squats bad-temperedly inside my head, ambushing me in dark moments. She’s right. I’m going to prove all my old teachers and social workers wrong, even my own mum – everyone who ever doubted me, put me down or didn’t give me a chance. I’m finally going to make something of my life; I want to become the kind of English teacher I never had at school. I need a degree first – and why shouldn’t someone like me aim for the best, for Cambridge?

Don’t I deserve a chance along with everyone else?

I light a single candle on the birthday cake to appease Zak otherwise we’ll never get out the door. The flame looks small and insignificant. It flickers feebly; it may not be strong enough to keep going.

‘I’ve been ready for ages and you still haven’t blown out your candle and made a wish.’ Zak sighs and crosses his arms. ‘You’re daydreaming again.’

He’s re-emerged from under the bed, coughing and clutching three lost socks and a sweet covered in fluff. He’s actually done his coat up without me having to nag him to death, although he’s only wearing one glove and odd socks.

I glance back at my birthday candle. The flame flutters determinedly and has grown in strength – the only light in our dingy room.

I blow it out and make the wish for both of us.
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THE LIGHT BLINKS AND reluctantly flickers on in the storeroom. As I step inside, rain hammers loudly onto the skylight above my head. I hope Archie the cat has made it to dry shelter in time. I heave a drum of cooking oil into the doorway and place the keys in my pocket. These are necessary precautionary measures – during my last stocktake a mischievous co-worker locked me in here as a prank. It took fifty minutes to get out and Ed docked my pay when he discovered I’d constructively used my captivity to write a series of calculations on the wall with a pencil.

His formal warning yesterday – presented in writing at the end of my shift – plays on my mind as I inspect the neat shelves, jotting down gherkins and ice-cream toppings. My equilateral triangle is in danger of becoming distorted due to the extra effort I must now make for my boss. I weigh up various options such as getting up even earlier as I lock up and head to his office to return the keys and paperwork. Sitting on a chair outside his room is a young woman. She has damp, shoulder-length white-blonde hair with pronounced dark roots, heavily pencilled eyes, bright red lips and a small silver nose ring. A tattoo peeps out from the sleeve of her blouse; I can’t make out the design. She’s searching for something inside her handbag.

She must be one of the interviewees Ed mentioned yesterday. Just from her appearance, I’d estimate her IQ is around 89 – below average intelligence – but it’s hard to tell for sure without engaging her in conversation. If I’m right, this IQ score will not prevent her from securing shifts here – I suspect that ninety-nine per cent of Prince Burger’s workforce falls between the range of 80 to 109. Obviously, I am the exception.

I look around for something to test her motor skills and reaction times and seize upon a doorstopper that resembles a brick in both shape and structure. Admittedly it is on the heavy side, but a test is a test, after all, and Ed did something similar to me in my own interview, two years ago. This will prepare her for the drive-through; she mustn’t drop the orders that the team will throw at her. I would have been grateful for assistance ahead of my assessment.

‘Here, catch!’

The woman shrieks and ducks, missing the doorstopper. It smacks into the wall, leaving a large dent, and thuds to the floor. All this occurs within the space of four seconds, which is a respectable time, I have to grudgingly admit.

‘What the actual fuck?’ She leaps to her feet, knocking over her handbag. ‘You almost hit me, you dickhead! Why the hell did you do that?’

I shove my hands into my pockets, suddenly sheepish. I can’t possibly admit that I’m attempting to calibrate her IQ, adding points for her ability to respond quickly and effectively and deducting points for profanities. She obviously wouldn’t understand – or take kindly – to a truthful explanation about my experiment. Thankfully, I can recall the interview techniques and training manual I was introduced to when I first started here.

‘I was trying to prepare you,’ I explain, attempting to keep my sentences simple.

‘Prepare me for what?’ she snarls.

‘For life,’ I say, waving my arm to demonstrate the expanse of Prince Burger.

‘Is that supposed to be a metaphor or something?’

My eyebrows rise slightly. I can one hundred per cent guarantee that the word ‘metaphor’ has never been uttered by anyone within the walls of Prince Burger before, myself included.

‘Well, yes, you could interpret it as a metaphor for life. Having to dodge life’s trials and tribulations.’

The woman nods slowly. ‘Yes. That’s one interpretation.’ She walks towards me – she’s a tiny, malnourished thing, I realize. ‘Or,’ she says, ‘could another simpler interpretation be that some stupid wanker attempted to assault me with a brick?’

‘For the record, I’m not stupid or a wanker and it’s a doorstopper that resembles a brick.’

‘It’s a brick that resembles a fucking brick and if you can’t see that, you’re far stupider than I first thought.’

More stupid, I think, but do not say out loud for fear of antagonizing her further.

‘I think we’ll have to agree to disagree on the semantics,’ I say, attempting to gain ground. ‘I was trying to equip you for your imminent interview and subsequent career at Prince Burger.’

‘People are going to throw heavy objects at me?’ she asks faintly.

‘During my interview, Ed hurled something to test my reaction times. He wanted to make me think on my feet and see how well I could catch a Merry Prince Meal at the drive-through. It’s wise to be prepared for all eventualities in any interview situation. You never know what curveballs you might face.’

She looks aghast. ‘The boss threw an actual brick at you?’

‘Not a real brick, obviously; that would have been assault.’

‘Oh, obviously,’ she snorts, returning to her chair. She bends down and picks up the items that have spilled from her handbag: a purse, phone and a book.

‘Well, best of luck with your interview,’ I say cheerfully. ‘Consider this a special welcome from the Prince Burger crew.’

She looks slightly dazed, probably by my display of people skills, and doesn’t reply. Her eyes widen as the door swings open and Ed peers out.

‘What’s that brick doing under the chair and why is there a dent in my wall?’ He glowers at me suspiciously before switching his gaze to the woman. ‘And who was shouting and swearing while I was on the phone?’

Despite yesterday’s threat regarding my employment, I’m about to own up to my anthropological pre-interview test and selflessly claim responsibility for the profanities when she replies: ‘The brick was here when I arrived and I have no idea who was swearing.’

She is quick-witted, I’ll give her that. But so are psychopaths, who make up approximately one per cent of the general population. However, my curiosity is piqued now I can see the title of the book in her hand: Great Expectations. My childhood nemesis! I wonder … Is she actually reading this fine example of nineteenth-century literature? In which case I might test her on Dickens’ use of food to portray greater social themes. Or did she simply find the book lying around and plan to take it to the local charity shop? I’m keen to discover the truth, but Ed has other ideas. He glares at me as he takes the storeroom keys and paperwork.

‘Don’t stand there gawping, Simon. Log the damage in the maintenance book and get back to work.’

He turns to his potential new recruit.

‘Come in, Jodie. Let’s get started.’

I smile brightly to bolster her spirits. She returns my pleasantry with a rather ferocious scowl. The woman – Jodie – approaches the door cautiously, as if expecting to be ambushed by a wild animal. She is full of surprises, which may prove a hindrance during the interview. Ed hates surprises as much as late shift workers, wasted orders and burnt Prince Burger buns.

The door shuts behind her with a conspiratorial click.
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