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To my family, who always believed I could do it.
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PROLOGUE

In the sixteenth century, the word prank referred to a ‘wicked deed’, though its modern definition is much lighter: a practical joke or an act of mischief.

We watch pranks on TV and online and we laugh at these innocent people being tricked. We enjoy their embarrassment and confusion and then we switch off and forget about them. We think of these pranks as harmless because that’s how they’ve been sold to us, and most of them are, but human nature is progressive and we are always going to want to push the boundaries. Over the years, crueller set-ups are written and the line between what we call comedy and what we might call out as vicious has become blurry. We see people getting hurt: their physical discomfort is plain on the outside and perhaps on the inside it burns just as brightly. Perhaps the word prank has never strayed too far from its original roots as something cruel and humiliating.

Be kind, we all remind each other, but who is capable of being kind all of the time? There’s a darker side to being a human and if we can’t create ways to satisfy this part of ourselves, we will let others do it for us. But how far do we go in upsetting one person so that another is entertained? And who decides what is fair when it comes to comedy? Do we keep pushing further and further until a prank misses its mark entirely?

What if a prank that skirted dangerously close to merciless was played on you? How far would you have to be pushed to take revenge for the prank that had been called “harmless”?



ONE

There was a study that reported a 4 per cent tip increase when a waitress touches a male customer, so now Wendy touches all of hers – a finger on an arm, a hand to a shoulder.

‘And if that touch is going to make a difference anywhere, it’s here, right?’ she says as she sails past me with oysters on a silver dish of ice.

She’s right. The Cello restaurant is situated in Bloomsbury and rivals Claridge’s, Le Gavroche, The Ledbury, and it attracts the wealthy. Tonight the dining room is fully booked and there’s a background hum of conversation, the shrill of cutlery on porcelain. We have some of our regulars in tonight: the colonel who plays solitaire in the back corner, the media couple who are married but not to each other and the Turkish poet with an elegant scroll of a birthmark on his neck. The new customers marvel at the restaurant’s decor; an elderly woman wants to know where we got the huge red china fox who glowers out over the bar at all the hunting portraits that gallop across the walls. I have a serious businessman on a corner table who spills brandy over a document and, as I dry it under the service-desk hot lights, we all bend our heads to read it and see at the bottom of the page that there’s a sum of over one billion dollars.

‘Holy cow!’ Wendy says. ‘Forget touching, you’ve got to straddle that guy!’

But she knows I won’t, because I don’t touch people. I read them instead: all the raised eyebrows, all the different smiles a face can own and nonchalant shrugs between spouses and lovers, friends and families. I see them laugh, see them argue and I see them cry – though, in those moments, I turn away because I don’t like witnessing something breaking apart when I can’t catch the pieces.

This is a good night for me for clients. Later, not that they’ll ever know it, I’ll sit at my kitchen table and draw them. I’ll put them in my portfolio along with all the others, too many to count now because I’ve been at the restaurant for years, and wonder about them for a few days. It’s easy to think about someone else’s exciting or glamorous life when my life is far from either. I am the blank canvas in my own portfolio.

David sidles up to me. He’s the restaurant manager, French, like the restaurant cuisine, mid-thirties with a hawkish nose. Tonight he’s impeccably dressed in a pale blue suit and tan brogues. I draw him regularly, enjoy the angles of his body and the cut of his jaw.

‘The tree,’ he says. ‘Does it lean?’

David worries about our tree constantly. It’s a ten-foot-tall Norwegian pine covered in thousands of lights and silver bells and hand-blown glass baubles, and if it came down it would most likely set fire to the entire dining room.

It’s Friday 11th December and there are trees up throughout the city. Shopping centres have had their Christmas displays up for months, the supermarkets have been stocked with food for longer and the roads are all lit with Christmas cheer. There’s a house down my street with a tree in the window that reminds me of the ones we had when I was little. Tall with sprawling spindly branches decorated with multicoloured lights and school craft angels. It’s a real family tree and I like to look at it as I go by because I owe it to the ghosts of Christmas past.

‘I think it’s OK,’ I say.

He twists his mouth. He’s worried about a tiny dog in one of the women’s handbags which is looking up mischievously at the tree.

‘That dog won’t pull it down, David,’ I note.

‘You think not?’ he says. ‘Our family had a cat that brought down the tallest tree I had ever seen.’

‘Did you own a leopard?’ I ask.

He smiles and then looks to the door. ‘Ah, table twelve has come in,’ he says. ‘Can you tell Wendy? Twelve is hers tonight.’

I look over and see a couple enter the dining room. She looks to be in her mid-forties, sun-kissed by winter sun, with bronzed, high cheekbones and wearing a copper fur hat over champagne-blonde hair. He is perhaps a decade older and is tall and broad, with thick, dark, clipped hair, wearing a tailored overcoat. He has a dimple in his cheek as he smiles out at the room. The staff all smile back at him and the diners who notice them avert their eyes but are smiling too. I wonder what is it about some people that makes them so magnetic that they can bewitch an entire restaurant of people. They must be famous – I never recognise anyone who comes in.

‘Who are they?’ I ask.

But David has crossed the restaurant to greet them. I walk to the kitchen because that will be where I find Wendy, with her rear end perched on the polished steel and twirling a finger around her hair as she talks to the commis chef, who is married with two kids. As soon as I open the doors, the noise of the kitchen hits my ears, but in the middle of the commotion there is Wendy, who skits from the worktop but then grins when she sees it’s me.

‘All right, babe?’ she says.

‘Table twelve is in,’ I reply.

‘Oh my God! Jim and Lucinda!’ she exclaims. ‘Yes? Is it them?’

‘Who are they?’ I ask.

But she’s not listening; she’s checking her hair in the small mirror by the wall and then she’s off out of the kitchen. I follow and watch with her as David leads the couple to our golden table: the front and centre of the dining room, where they can be seen by as many people in the restaurant as possible.

‘Are they famous?’ I ask.

David takes their coats and they sit at the same time – Lucinda in a silky olive-green dress, throat and hands bejewelled with diamonds, and Jim in a black jacket, smart grey shirt and navy jeans.

Wendy tuts. ‘Lucinda Kit used to be a model but she’s more famous now because she married Jim Valente.’

Jim Valente. The name electrocutes my body, stomach – punches me and then ricochets off me.

‘Jim – Jim . . . ?’ I whisper. I look above my head, as if the name is some winged creature. ‘What did you say?’ I ask.

‘Jim Valente,’ she says. ‘If you’re a screenwriter or an actor, then he’s the person to know. Oh wow, he’s hot for an old guy. You think he’s hot?’

My mouth is dry and I stumble. ‘I . . . I don’t know.’

Wendy looks at me. ‘You OK?’

‘I’m fine,’ I say.

But I’m not fine. I recognise that name somehow, feel worried by that name, but I don’t know why.

 

The night is busy and I find no time to quiz Wendy further on Lucinda Kit and Jim Valente or get to my phone to look them up. Instead I watch them. He sits straight-backed, his movements deft like brushstrokes as he smooths his hair, picks up his wine glass. Lucinda’s movements are the opposite: considered and almost sensual. Her stockinged legs slip this way and that like butter, crossing and uncrossing under the table. They rarely break eye contact with one another and smile with all their perfect white teeth.

‘If you’ve got it, flaunt it,’ Wendy says as we pass each other across the dining room.

They eat red mullet with cuttlefish ink sauce, beef with shallot and tarragon, cheeses for dessert, and throughout service, Wendy wears a face reserved especially for the rich, all eyelashes and dimples. Pavel the sommelier, who never smiles, looks bashful whenever he’s called to their table, and even no-nonsense David flicks his eyes over at them more than he would with other diners. The people on other tables sneak glances across the room and throw out smiles in the hope of having them returned, and all the while Jim and Lucinda play to the gallery.

On the dot of ten-thirty, Jim Valente raises his hand.

‘They’ve probably got some sort of event,’ Wendy says as she rings up their bill. ‘A party to go to. Drinks on a rooftop terrace. Some amazing actor coming round to their house.’

‘How do I know his name?’ I ask her, but she whizzes away again.

I watch as she puts the embossed Cello black folder on the corner of the table and Jim takes a tan leather wallet from the inside of his jacket and puts his card on top of it, doesn’t even open the folder to check the amount. I go to clear a table which is a few over from theirs so that I can keep looking at him to jog my memory, which fizzes with his name but spits out no answers, and then they stand together, their coats are brought and they sweep out of the restaurant.

The moment the doors have closed behind them, the remaining diners and all the staff erupt into conversation, but I leave to go to the kitchen, walk to the back freezer doors and put my head against the cold metal because I feel sick.

 

‘David, who is Jim Valente?’ I say.

It’s nearing midnight and everyone except us, the kitchen porter and the cleaners, has gone home. We sit at one of the tables and I polish cutlery and David goes through the rota. I usually like this time alone with him because he never asks me questions about myself and we can be companionably silent, but tonight I’m on edge. I haven’t stopped thinking about Jim Valente and I want to go home and find out how I might know his name.

‘He is top tier,’ David replies.

Top tier are the elite, the exclusive.

‘He owns a production company called Cyclops,’ he says. ‘They make huge series.’

Cyclops. This doesn’t jog my memory any further.

‘My favourite, Aircraft, is one of theirs. You know it, oui? It is about the double agent who is a pilot and nobody knows he is carrying information between America and Russia?’

‘No,’ I say.

He smiles. ‘You know All the Long Days? About a 1980s rock band on the road?’

‘I lived in France for seven years,’ I explain. ‘I don’t think I know those shows.’

He laughs. ‘I am French also, Eleanor! A native! But I have seen them. OK, but you know Pranksters, oui? That is why people are talking tonight in the restaurant—’

David is interrupted by the restaurant phone ringing and we look at each other in surprise because it never rings at this time. He gets up to answer it at the bar and I continue with the silverware, rubbing the cloth up and down the stem of the last spoon so I can see myself reflected back in it: red hair, freckles all over my face and a scar on my forehead from when I fell on the glass of a fish tank when I was two.

‘I need to run an errand,’ David says, returning to me after a couple of minutes.

I look up at him.

‘That was Jim Valente on the phone,’ he explains. ‘He has left his credit card here and I have found it behind the bar. Pavel must have forgotten to tell me.’

I stand up abruptly and bump the tabletop. The tray of silverware rattles. ‘I’ll go,’ I say.

‘You will do this for me?’

‘Yes,’ I reply quickly. ‘I mean, if you want me to? You probably need to finish things and I’m done here.’

‘That would be most kind, merci,’ he says.

He holds out a thick cream envelope with ‘The Cello’ embossed on the front and I step to meet him and take it, tilt my head to read ‘Mr J. Valente’ written delicately across it.

‘Get your things and I will flag a taxi for you,’ he says.

I nod. ‘Where is it that I’m going?’

‘Wilton Crescent, Belgravia,’ he says. ‘The door number is on the back of the envelope, you see?’

I turn the letter and nod. ‘OK.’

‘Put it through the letter box, d’accord? And not a word to Wendy about where they live,’ he says. ‘That girl has pound signs in her eyes. She would camp out there with a banner, would she not? She would be perfect for it, actually.’

I frown. ‘Perfect for what?’

‘There has been a press announcement that Jim is looking for a new host for his programme, Pranksters,’ he explains. ‘It is why everyone was talking about it in the restaurant. The programme was their biggest asset, and they are making a new series after taking a year’s break. It is silly humour. It is dark humour. Addictive, horrible, brilliant.’

‘Does that mean you like it or you don’t?’ I ask.

He thinks awhile and then shrugs. ‘I am shades of black and white, like everyone,’ he says. ‘I think that is why the show does so well. It taps into something, oui? The inner bad part of you that likes to laugh at another’s misfortune.’

 

In the taxi, I use the first opportunity I’ve had all night to get out my phone. I open a web browser, enter Jim’s name and am immediately flooded with hits. I click on a link to a professional profile.

Jim Anthony Valente – born 12 June 1962 – is an English-born media CEO. He started his career in the banking industry before becoming a senior editor for Our Times publishing company in 1989. He went on to become CFO at Our Times in 1995, where he held the position for eight years, simultaneously buying three small publishing magazines abroad, and then took the position as CEO. In 2001, he bought up fledgling production company Cyclops, originally RSM Media, where he has been CEO for twenty years and seen profits solidly and continuously rise.

Jim Valente married wife Lucinda Kit, fifteen years his junior, in 2006. Lucinda Kit was previously a catwalk model, starting her career in native Norway, and is now fashion column writer for the Sunday Times magazine and guest editor for Vogue. Jim and Lucinda have one son, Benjamin Valente, born 2011, who attends Bradbury’s Boarding School.

Jim Valente fronts four charities: an orphanage project in Vietnam, Water Aid in Senegal, the UK Independent Young Screenwriters Association and Save the Bears.

There’s nothing here that taps into the anxious feeling I have around his name and yet this innocuous information doesn’t soothe me, either. I’m hoping that in seeing him again, I might figure out our connection.

‘Here, mate,’ says the cab driver.

I look up from the phone’s blue screen. ‘Thanks, I’ll only be a minute.’

Belgravia is one of the richest areas in London. I get out of the taxi and look up at the colossal houses in the crescent – pretty Georgian sandstone, towering up five floors with a basement underneath. Their house has white-framed windows with wooden shutters and a heavy black door on which hangs a huge Christmas wreath in silver and gold with red berries and holly. It’s the most extravagant I’ve ever seen.

I notice the car outside the front door – a racing-green Aston Martin DB5 with the licence plate 5 JV – and think that it must be Jim’s. I remember Dad telling me that the fewer letters there were on a registration, the more costly the plate. I wonder if the 5 means they have five cars. I reach out to lightly touch it and the sleek, shark-like body is so cold that I snatch my hand back.

I walk across black and white chequerboard porch tiles to the door, which is framed with white pillars. Neatly trimmed tall shrubs in pots stand on either side. I pause before posting the envelope to glimpse through a huge window to the right of the door and see straight into a vast kitchen, which stretches from the front to the back of the house. Copper pans hang down above an oak-topped, white-cabinet island. There’s a pristine chrome double oven, an elaborate-looking coffee machine and a cake mixer. At the far end of the room is a ten-seat farmhouse-style table with a bowl of fruit on it, all red apples, red grapes and pomegranates, and a vase of seasonal red poinsettias.

I put the envelope through the gold letter box and am turning to walk back to the cab when the door opens. I look back in surprise to see Jim Valente standing there with the envelope in his hand. His grey shirt is unbuttoned to his chest and, at close proximity, I can smell his cologne – sandalwood. He smiles at me before sweeping his gaze over my body, and I feel immediately self-conscious under the intensity of his eyes, which are so, so blue, like cold gemstones.

‘What’s your name, then?’ he says softly.

I don’t want to answer him; I want to get away as quickly as possible, but before I can turn around, a small dog shoots out from behind his legs and jumps up, barking excitedly.

‘Gertie!’ Jim exclaims. She runs to reach me on the chequered porch, but he grabs her collar, which I can’t even see through the fluff of her honey-coloured fur. ‘Come back in! No – this way, come on!’

He hauls her back inside and I see a tall, stocky woman rushing up behind.

‘Sylvie,’ he says. ‘Take the dog, will you?’

I use the opportunity to leave, but as I turn to go he reaches out to me and holds my arm. I gasp at his grip, an involuntary sharp intake because I don’t like people touching me, but if he notices, he doesn’t comment. Or let go.

‘You haven’t told me your name,’ he says.

The woman takes the dog while Jim and I stand locked together by his hand on my arm. He smiles at me again and I feel blinded by its radiation.

‘Eleanor,’ I reply.

‘Are you lonely, Eleanor?’ he asks. ‘Like the song?’

I open and close my mouth, fish-like, unable to respond.

He laughs. ‘Won’t you let me offer you a drink for the effort, Eleanor? A bourbon?’

No way. All I want to do is shake him off. ‘I should go,’ I say, and I take a small step backwards so his hand falls from my coat.

He gives me an amused-looking smile. ‘Goodbye,’ he says. ‘Perhaps I’ll see you again.’

He shuts the door and I exhale. The fearful feeling I had earlier seems to have tripled, and as I walk back the few metres to the cab, my mind is transporting me back in time. There’s a memory of someone saying his name and I was young and scared out of my wits, somewhere unbearably cold.

I don’t ever want to see him again.



TWO

I have every other Saturday off work. It’s our busiest day at the restaurant and the highest-earning tip day, but I’ve never wanted to jeopardise my time with my sister Lissy and Uncle Charlie. I get on the train out of London and, with each passing mile, I begin to loosen the threads of last night’s bad feeling, which lingered overnight like something soured.

‘You’re here!’ Lissy flings open the door to me. ‘Why didn’t you call me to pick you up?’

‘It’s fine, I got the bus,’ I say.

It’s a few miles from Winchester station to Charlie’s tiny village and I like sitting on the bus as the buildings give way to the trees and hedgerows beyond the city. But, more than that, I like turning up at Charlie’s front door and surprising my sister.

She’s wearing a vermilion jumper over blue jeans and a black three-quarter-sleeve coat. Her hair is a voluminous blonde lion’s mane because she hasn’t brushed it, but she doesn’t need to because she’s even more beautiful like this – a wildling in the winter. Lissy is one of those people who moves and talks with speed and thinks like a rocket, bright and sparkling and leaving the rest of us in her stardust. I treat her how I’ve always treated her, like the little girl who used to take all her bears on holiday in her rucksack, the girl who insisted on wearing pink ballet cardigans for the first six years of her life. Sometimes I want to squeeze her so tight that all her candy-cuteness is expelled into the air and I can catch the sugary snowflakes on my tongue. But my sister is nineteen now, and apparently ‘cute is for losers’.

She’s at Southampton studying English, but we meet up most weekends – mostly at Uncle Charlie’s so he can see us both, but sometimes Lissy comes to London because she loves going to claustrophobic bars and insists I dance with her. She can make me do anything. We go shopping and I buy her nice clothes that I’d never choose to wear myself but which she shines in, and in the evenings we watch Netflix and The X Factor and eat pizza.

‘You want tea or something stronger?’ she says.

I shut the door behind me. ‘Stronger? It’s eleven in the morning.’

‘So which is it?’ she asks seriously.

‘Tea,’ I say, but maybe I should have something stronger. ‘Is Charlie here?’

‘He’s on his pilgrimage to town,’ she replies. ‘Back any minute.’

Uncle Charlie visits his local town once a week under duress because he loathes social interaction.

‘How’s uni?’ I ask.

Lissy puts the kettle on the hob, dipping her head so as not to bump it on the low ceiling. Charlie’s cottage is sixteenth century, beamed and with uneven planked floors. It’s littered with papers and books and countless plants in every room.

‘It’s good,’ she says. ‘I’m writing sad, lonely poetry.’

‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Sounds . . . great?’

‘It is,’ she replies. ‘It’s inspired by Charlie.’

I smile. I can, and have, always relied on Lissy to make me feel better. Safe. Was that how I felt last night? Unsafe because of a name?

‘Charlie’s making noises about clearing the garage again,’ Lissy comments.

I shrug. ‘He threatens it every year.’

‘But we’re selling Pudding Cottage now, aren’t we?’ Lissy says.

‘Hmmm,’ I say.

It’s bittersweet to be selling Pudding Cottage, Charlie and Dad’s old family house in Norfolk. We rent it most of the year and it earns us good money, but Charlie has had enough of the responsibility and wants to free up the cash. I wanted to argue to keep Pudding Cottage, but how could I when I’ve not been there since I was eleven? Charlie is right to sell it. I wonder if he might feel better if he sells it? Will I?

‘So we have to clear out Charlie’s garage because all the crap from Pudding Cottage has to go somewhere,’ Lissy explains.

‘It’s not crap,’ I counter. ‘It’s all Dad’s stuff.’

‘It’s Dad’s crap,’ Lissy says. She gets the milk from the fridge. ‘All his writing stuff, his books. He never threw anything out. Zero. And we’ve never gone through it. And Charlie’s garage is already full of Dad’s crap from London.’

‘Dad’s “crap”, as you call it, was his life.’ I feel defensive on his behalf.

‘Yeah, all right,’ she says. She pours in milk, hands me my tea. ‘You’re definitely coming back here for Christmas, right?’

I nod. She’s asking because for the last few years I’ve volunteered at a local food bank in London. She thought I was amazing helping all those people but really I was saving myself by being away from the day. But she wouldn’t forgive a third Christmas away from her and nor would my uncle. As much as Charlie hates socialising, family is different and Lissy and I are valued on a par with his beloved plants.

‘It’s thirteen sleeps!’ Lissy smiles. ‘Got my present yet? You better not be sponsoring me a rhino.’

‘It’s not a rhino,’ I reply.

‘Good,’ she says with a nod.

‘It’s a mountain gorilla,’ I say.

She looks at me and I smile and then she laughs. She hops up on to the kitchen countertop, swings her legs over it. She starts to tell me about the screenplay she’s writing and a new song she’s working on and shows me some of her sad poetry. Her changes in conversation are like arrows through the air that I can’t catch, but I’m happy to be shot by them. She’s my life, my heartbeat.

The front door yawns open and in steps Uncle Charlie, with Polo, his big black Great Dane, in tow.

‘All right, girl?’ Charlie says to me gruffly.

He shakes off his coat. Whatever the weather, he dresses for his weekly shop in his old mud-stained mackintosh, a scowl and an eccentric hat. Today it’s some sort of contraption made of faux fur and black velvet and feathers and it drips with rain.

‘Hi, Charlie,’ I say, and lean to kiss his cheek. It’s rough and smells of earth and it makes me feel safe, this smell. He’s always kept Lissy and me safe, even when he’s not known the right things to say, or when he’s not said anything at all.

Polo makes straight for me, tongue out for a slobbery kiss, and I bat his nose away.

‘No thanks, dog brain,’ I say, stroking his ears between my fingers.

Charlie looks at me. ‘All OK?’

‘Yeah,’ I reply. ‘All OK.’

‘OK’ isn’t really how I feel and we all know it. It’s Christmas soon and Christmas is hard for us.

‘What’s that on your head, Charlie?’ Lissy says, looking at Charlie’s hat. ‘Did something die?’

‘Elizabeth, didn’t your parents teach you that if you haven’t got anything nice to say, not to say anything at all?’ Charlie remarks, and he removes his hat and shakes out shaggy grey windswept hair.

‘No?’ Lissy grins.

‘Well, they should have done,’ he says.

‘I’ve lived with you since I was six,’ she retorts. ‘Why didn’t you teach me?’

He rolls his eyes. ‘Sassy mare.’

She grins and pours a cup of tea without a prompt. He chain-drinks, always from the same cup, which he’s had for a decade – a chipped blue one with rings of tea stains on the inside.

He takes it and looks at me. ‘Cello OK?’

Both my uncle and Lissy have long since given up asking me when I’m taking the next step in finding myself any sort of career in London. Working at The Cello was supposed to be a stepping stone, but it’s become my life. Sometimes I show Lissy the portraits I draw when she comes to visit me and she looks at me with a sad smile on her face. She thinks I can be more than what I am, but I can’t be.

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘It’s . . . Charlie, do you know a man called Jim Valente?’

The air is sliced by the sound of Charlie’s teacup hitting the floor and shattering into a hundred pieces. Polo jumps and starts barking.

‘Shit,’ Lissy says and throws a tea towel to the floor to soak up the tea that is bleeding out into the wood.

I grab Polo’s collar so he doesn’t walk over the shards.

‘Charlie!’ I exclaim. ‘You OK?’

But Charlie is mute, staring at me. There’s an emotion in his face that I can’t read and I hold the dog’s collar out to Lissy.

‘Put him in the living room, will you, Liss?’ I say.

She obeys me silently and takes Polo out.

‘What’s the matter?’ I ask when she’s shut the door. ‘Do you know him?’

‘I don’t want anything to do with that man in my house,’ he answers, and now I see that the emotion was pure hot fury.

‘How do you know him?’ I press. ‘How do I know him?’

‘I don’t know him,’ Charlie says definitely. ‘But he . . . Don’t you go digging all that up, Eleanor, you hear me? It’s all buried with your dad now.’

I blink. ‘Dad? What do you mean, Charlie? What’s Jim Valente got to do with Dad?’

But Charlie isn’t talking to me any more, rather he’s muttering to himself and then he opens the kitchen back door and slams it shut behind him, leaving me tight-chested with confusion. Yesterday, I had never heard of Jim Valente and now my uncle says his name alongside Dad’s. My head sings with white noise and I lean to steady myself on the kitchen counter.

‘He loved that cup!’ Lissy says, walking back from the living room. She bends down to clear up the pieces of china on the floor. ‘I’ll buy him a new one for Christmas. But, hey look, I think you were kidding, but I don’t want a mountain gorilla, El,’ she adds. ‘OK?’

But I’m not listening because I’ve looked out of the window to see Charlie now inside his car, banging the door shut and starting the engine. Alarmed, I open the back door and jog over to him but he’s already driving towards the road.

‘Charlie!’ I shout. ‘Where are you going?’

He winds down his window and yells out, ‘I’ll be back late, OK? Don’t wait up!’

 

It’s late – one in the morning – and Uncle Charlie still isn’t home. I lie in bed and listen to the rain clicking on the pane above me. Charlie’s reaction to Jim Valente and having mentioned Dad has thrown me into a state of internal panic. I’ve sent him several messages and called him and I know he’s read them but all he’s sent back is a message saying he’s gone to a friend’s and that everything is OK.

I don’t feel OK. For the last few hours, I’ve been on my phone writing my dad’s name and Jim Valente into Google and trying to work out how they could be connected. I wondered if perhaps Jim commissioned one of my dad’s children’s books for a TV production, and typed in all of his eight titles, but the search engine drew a blank at connecting them. I thought they could have known the same people – agents, publishers – but all the names I could remember led nowhere.

I blink into the darkness of the room.

The bed is made up with mismatching bedlinen, the cream walls are peeling and the curtains are tatty because Charlie doesn’t repaint or wash things like curtains. The only things loved in this room are the plants and the pictures from years ago – sun-faded moments of a carefree life. There is a picture of us all at Bude beach in Cornwall with nets in our hands beside a rock pool, looking for crabs. Lissy is two and has got her fingers tangled in the netting and is howling. I’m seven and unashamedly gawky, squinting at the camera. Dad has a straw hat on his head, bending down to tend Lissy’s fingers. Mum is in the background, looking away. She always looked away from us. I think Charlie put this photo up here for me so I’d feel like this would always be my room but, in truth, it only serves as a painful reminder that Mum and Dad are both gone.

I hear a noise below the floorboards and, after a minute, footsteps ascend the stairs. Charlie is back and I’m suddenly caught between wanting to confront him right now because I’m angry that he left us without explanation and wanting to stay here in my bed because whatever explanation for his disappearance can’t be good, can it? I hear him run the water in the bathroom, do his teeth and then he closes his bedroom door.

Five minutes pass where I’m paralysed by my own indecision before I make up my mind and slide my legs out from under the duvet, throw on my dressing gown and pad down the corridor past Lissy’s room and then to Charlie’s. Over the sound of the rain outside, I can hear canned laughter and see blue light flicker at the bottom of his door and I feel angry that he’s come home after walking out on me to watch comedy TV.

My knuckles are inches from the wood to knock when my ears register another sound from within the room, muffled but unmistakable sobbing, which sends shock bolting through my body. Charlie is never angry and he never cries. I’ve only ever once seen him cry – at my dad’s funeral. The memory of that day sears in front of my eyes, and I drop my hand to my side because I suddenly remember where I’ve heard that name before, Jim Valente.

 

The church smelt of damp clay and was cold, so cold that it seemed to seep from the stone up with graveyard fingers. I had only a thin cardigan over a cotton dress and my hands had turned blue. I remember thinking that it was like someone had traced the veins with felt-tip pen. Throughout the service, Lissy fidgeted on one side of me, pulling at her hair and spinning it around in her fingers, and Charlie sat on the other side, eyes staring straight ahead and still like stone. Helen, an aged great-aunt on Mum’s side, sat next to him in a woollen black dress that was too big for her and she gnawed at the inside of her cheeks like a hamster. It made a thick ticking sound, like she was sucking sweets, and I wanted to tell her to stop but I couldn’t. I couldn’t find words any more, for anything or anyone.

I recall that the people behind me spoke the congregational parts after the vicar and their breath misted ghost-like past my face. The organist played with her shoulders slumped and wearing a black cape so that she looked a bit like a bat. I remember only the sound of those hymns, like rolling tidal waves through the church, but not the words. I didn’t sing. I hardly breathed. Dad’s literary agent gave the eulogy. I didn’t understand most of the words but thought Dad would have liked it because he enjoyed long words, but everything about that hour was eerie and wrong. It all felt too grey and ordinary for Dad. He would have wanted colour at his funeral; he would have wanted a fanfare and hats. But that wouldn’t have been appropriate for what had happened to him, so grey was the colour because grey was the mood.

I sat there, knowing that in the days after the funeral I would curl up in my bedroom with the door locked because after that day, when everyone went home to shed their black suits and dresses and get on with life, it was going to be the real lonely time. Those other people would have their dark day at the graveside, but my family’s dark days were about to get going. Again. I was eleven, Lissy was six, and we were orphans. It was a word associated with stories and not something that happened to real people, but here we were. It had happened to us.

I remember glancing at Charlie as the service neared the end, but he still stared ahead with tears on his cheeks, crumpling a service sheet in his hands like it was some sort of joyless accordion. Only twenty-four hours earlier, he had pledged to look after Lissy and me and would take us to France with him, and although he’d never had children of his own and would never know how to tie our hair or talk about girlhood issues with us, I was overwhelmingly thankful for him. I remember looking at him to tell him this, but he spoke before I did, his eyes on the coffin and his voice quiet but loaded with anger.

‘Jim Valente,’ he said, his voice quaking. ‘He’s to blame for this.’

The memory stops short and I can hear my breath shallow and ragged in my ears. What is Jim Valente to blame for? My dad’s death? Is that what Charlie meant? But how could Jim Valente be to blame for Dad dying when the person I blame is myself?
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