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To my lovely Dad




CHAPTER 1

Summer 2018

‘Did you see it?’

A woman in the recognizable navy and red polyester uniform of a London Underground worker is staring at me. She is so close to my face I can see myself reflected in her tortoiseshell glasses. I look slightly confused; she looks concerned. I press my overheated body against warm, pale green tiles, away from her searching eyes.

I’m leaning against the wall inside Warren Street station. A busker is in full flow at the bottom of the escalator to my right, strumming on a guitar and murdering ‘Streets of London’. My sister Angela used to love that song but it never had me convinced – it’s a lovely thought, it really is, but I doubt someone’s troubles can really be erased by traipsing the capital’s streets, hand in hand with some earnest do-gooder, gawping at the homeless … Anyway, this bloke’s really going for it; people are chucking coins and the odd note into his guitar case – perhaps they’re hoping if they give him enough, he’ll call it quits, pack up his guitar and go. I know if my dad were here, he’d happily sacrifice another sense to not have to listen to it.

‘Have you just come from Platform One, Northbound?’ asks the London Underground worker with the tortoiseshell glasses. ‘Are you OK? Do you need to sit down?’

It’s really hot. We’re a couple of weeks into a God-knows-how-long London heatwave. I came over a little peculiar further down the tunnel and am catching my breath before I tackle the escalator and the crowds again, but I don’t think I need to sit down. I’m not that old, am I? I know I’m not far off fifty, but does she think I’m about to keel over?

I look at her and she looks at me. Her face is kind. My face, in her glasses, and under its thick layer of foundation, is a bumpy and sweaty moonscape.

‘No, thank you,’ I say, in the clipped tones of a woman in a 1950s public service announcement. ‘I’m perfectly all right.’

I’ve been to the dentist. Only an unavoidable appointment gets me out of the flat these days. Sometimes, it’s taking Dad two doors down to the eye clinic on Adelaide Road for one of his check-ups, when they nod at him and say, ‘Yes, Mr Alberta, you’re still blind’, and we go home again. Sometimes it’s for me – smear test, eye test (just to make sure I’m not going blind, too – joke!) – general things, to keep me tip-top. I’m Dad’s only carer. Well, I’m not really a carer at all; I’m more of a silent companion – but I don’t want to go under. Sometimes I go and see someone to ask if new technologies mean my birthmark can be lasered off me, at last, but the answer is always ‘no’. Not in my case. After they’ve told me, ‘Sorry, you’re staying ugly for ever’, sometimes I pop into the dress agency next door to the clinic and flick through – and sometimes buy – other people’s beautiful cast-offs, but I never wear them.

I don’t like my dentist. When he stuck that needle into my gum to numb me for my filling, he tutted at me for wriggling in the chair and I had an overwhelming urge to bite his thumb. Before that, I’d attempted to make small talk with him, but he wasn’t interested. Gruff bastard. As he did the filling, I lay back in the Smurf-coloured dentist chair and concentrated on a row of thank-you cards on the windowsill and the fly flitting lazily between them. The dental nurse sipped from a ‘Get ready for a great smile’ mug and leant forward to make one of the cards into a ramp for a crossing plump ladybird, then plopped her unceremoniously out of the open window.

After my own escape, I walked to the tube with my lips like sausages, extended three feet from my face. The tube was stifling and I successfully avoided the eye of every single person wedged like sweating anchovies – brackish and intermittently hairy – in the carriage. An old lady dropped a book on the floor, from her seat, and I bent forward, from mine, to give it back to her. She smiled at me and I smiled back, then I quickly looked down again. I don’t like to be on any sort of radar, even if her smile was friendly and her eyes gentle.

When I got off at Warren Street to change for the Northern Line, there was suddenly a fleet of us, hot and sticky, going nowhere on the lower concourse.

‘What on earth’s going on?’

‘Bloody hell!’

‘It’s too hot for this!’

There was a problem. Platform One, Northbound to Edgware, was inaccessible. I found myself in a wedged funnel of people all wanting to turn left on to the platform but unable to budge. We were not happy. We swore a bit under our breaths; we scratched at the back of our necks; we sighed theatrically and competitively. As we desperately tried not to touch each other’s body parts, we were distracted by a bright red balloon with ‘Happy 30th’ printed on it, its string tied into a small bow at the end, which bounced and bobbed above our heads. I decided it belonged to some pretty young thing; that right after someone told her just how pretty she was, she giggled and lost her grip on it before rushing off to an early rush-hour drink in some swanky bar, where she would be admired and fussed over.

‘Sorry.’ A man jostled against me. His hand accidentally landed on my right shoulder, just above my breast. Me too, I wanted to say, as a joke, but I could see he was terrified, and that joke has already been played on me too many times. (Yeah, Me Too …) Instead, I said, ‘It’s OK,’ and he smiled sheepishly at me and moved away through the stiffened crowd. He didn’t get very far. The balloon bobbed and mocked overhead.

It was my birthday last week. My forty-eighth; one toe in the grave … It was a small affair: a few close friends, some finger sandwiches and a three-tiered hand-piped chocolate cake sliced to much delight, as Stevie Wonder sang ‘Happy Birthday’ to me from a pub’s stereo … No, not really, it was just Dad and me, eating some shop-bought Battenberg in front of Countdown, although I’d splashed out on a bottle of Shloer. We know how to live it up, Dad and I. They could probably hear the whooping all the way down at Dingwalls.

I decided to head the other way, for the exit. I’d walk to Euston and pick up the Northern Line there. I walked quickly; I was feeling a bit claustrophobic. Sweat was beginning to drip off me; I knew my mask was melting and I would be exposed. I also wanted to get home for A Place in the Sun. People were queuing to get on the escalator. The busker at the bottom was earnestly singing ‘Streets of London’, his fretting at the guitar vibrating through the heavy air. There was no air. My lips still felt weird. I stopped and leant against a tiled wall. Tried to take a deep breath of airless atmosphere. Then the transport worker came up to me.

‘People react in different ways, you know?’ she says. She sounds Welsh. She’s soft-spoken and has really nice blue eyes, behind her lenses. ‘It’s hard to predict, you know?’

No, I don’t know, I’m afraid, as I have no idea what she’s talking about. Her glasses have a smear on one of the lenses; I have the urge to take the hem of my oversized T-shirt and wipe it clean for her.

‘Here, take this. Call the number on the back if you want to speak to someone.’ She hands me a card and I take it. TFL Counselling Service, it says. It’s yellow and red, with a London number underneath.

‘You get two or three free sessions. I think it could really help you, if you, you know, needed help. Someone to talk to.’

‘Thanks.’ I look back at her; her blue eyes are warm, sympathetic.

‘And can I take your name and number please? I think they have enough witnesses, but just in case?’

Now I really don’t know what she’s talking about. Has the heat gone to my head? Am I hallucinating? I mutter a fake name and an even faker mobile number. I thank her again, adding a couple of ‘sorrys’ for incomprehensible measure, and head for the escalator. The busker stares at me as I walk past. He’s wearing a T-shirt that says, ‘Difficult Roads Often Lead to Beautiful Destinations’. I’m trying to focus on something other than the strange encounter I’ve just had, so I stare back at him until he looks away. Inspirational quotes. I’m not sold on them. In fact, they make me snappy. In my eyes, things don’t happen for a reason, they just happen. I don’t like lemons and I don’t want to make lemonade. I won’t dance like nobody’s watching. And I won’t live, laugh, love, in that or any other order. In fact, you know people have those giant letters in their houses spelling ‘Live, laugh, love’? I’ve just put a display on the windowsill at home that says, ‘Live, laugh, bollocks’. I know any day soon Dad will suss it when he’s dusting, but until then …

I don’t find the world that inspirational, I’m afraid. And everyone is not beautiful in their own way – another one trotted out on Instagram, I should imagine, over a photo of a very beautiful person gazing out over a glassy lake.

I should know that better than anyone.

A disembodied voice comes over the Tannoy – crackly and empathetic as a disembodied London Underground voice can be – apologizing for the closure of Platform One, and the suspension of the Northern Line ‘… due to a person on the tracks’.

Ah, I get it. The transport woman. The card. Was that what I was supposed to have seen? A jumper? Someone throwing themselves under a London tube on a Wednesday afternoon? Oh God, how horrible. I’m glad I didn’t see what that tube worker thought I had. I’m sorry I was a case of mistaken identity and wasted time and – self-centredly – that I looked so terrible she thought I needed help. I feel sad. I let a long sigh escape me at the thought of wasted life. And I put the card in my canvas shopper and I stand still on the right-hand lane of the escalator as it slowly carries me to the noise and light of the city above.




CHAPTER 2

‘Good afternoon.’

People always look at me oddly when I walk up to the brown double doors halfway along the Haverstock Hill flank of Chalk Farm tube station, place a key in the rusting lock and step inside. Well, a little more oddly than usual, anyway, and if Dad’s with me then it’s quite the party.

‘Afternoon.’

The man who has wished me ‘Good afternoon’ is wearing a panama hat and a headache-inducing paisley shirt. He’s stopped on the pavement beside me, a little too close. He hasn’t seen me put my key in the lock yet: I can’t find the sodding thing in my bag – its contents are one huge, shifting mass; a haystack for many needles. He has seen me knock on one of the doors, but Dad never comes down if somebody knocks, going conveniently deaf as well as blind on such occasions.

‘What’s in there, then?’ the man asks.

I have my back turned so the late-afternoon sunlight can bucket into my enormous bag and aid the search for my key. ‘My purse, a box of Tampax and Estée Lauder’s Double Wear foundation,’ I retort. ‘Amongst a million other things.’

‘No, behind the doors,’ he adds. He looks cross with me and I have no idea why.

‘I live here,’ I say.

He looks up at the windows. ‘Unusual.’

‘Yes.’

It is unusual, I’ll give him that: Dad and I live in a flat above Chalk Farm tube station. The Palladian, as it’s known, is one of a kind – the only residence to actually form part of an underground station in the whole of London.

The man looks from me to one of the arched, small-paned windows above us, then back to me again. I’m still rummaging in my useless bag.

‘Seen enough?’ I ask. The man just shrugs.

It’s a handsome station, Chalk Farm – one of several original Victorian underground stations in the city. A curved wedge of a building under glazed oxblood tiles undimmed by time, with a rounded prow overlooking the intersection of two busy north-west London streets: Adelaide Road and Haverstock Hill. Our flat, The Palladian, a conversion done in Edwardian times, starts four semicircular Diocletian windows back on each side (I’m not sure what’s behind the further two, nothing now, but I imagine they once housed dusty offices full of typewriters and men in green visors) and extends into the apex, fronted by a magnificent Palladian window – a large central arch with two rectangular side panels – which presides rather grandly over the streets below.

Found it! I unlock the doors and step inside. The man looks disappointed. Did he want me to invite him in and take him up the winding iron stairs with me? Point out to him the metallic green jangle of incomprehensible spaghetti pipes below them, the old Victorian framed poster leaning against the peeling wall to the left, which says, ‘Avoid all Anxiety! Take the Two Penny Tube’? Show him to the plain white front door of The Palladian, with its absence of knocker and bell and letter box (there’s a narrow letter box at the base of one of the double doors; I’ve shoved the two envelopes that were waiting on the mat in my bag), but with a brass handle more suited to an interior door – where I insert my second key?

‘I’m back, Dad!’ I call, as I open the door. Our small hall is bright, white and has sweet touches like Bakelite light switches and tiny alcove shelves. Our flat has intricate cornicing, deep skirting boards and a honeyed-oak parquet floor throughout. Behind its plain white door, it has charm and character and panelled doors and ceiling roses. It’s pretty; in fact, this quirky Grade II listed flat is far too pretty for us two dull misfits – blind father, disfigured daughter. There should be a glamorous woman of a certain age called Gloria living here, who alternates her hours lying decorously on a faded chaise longue in a palm-print kaftan and wafting into the West End to truffle for goodies at the Harrods Food Hall.

‘OK!’ Dad calls from the sitting room at the front of the flat. I know exactly where he’ll be: sitting in his armchair with his feet up on the footstool.

‘Aren’t you going to ask me how I got on?’

I slip off my flip-flops, leaving them on the front doormat – a very flat, rubber variety, so that whenever I do take Dad out, he doesn’t trip and headbutt the inside of the door before he’s even stepped outside. Our whole flat is blind-proof; it was done before we moved in. And the layout here is perfect for Dad. Off to the right is a door that leads to his bedroom, beyond that is the bathroom; on the left is my bedroom, then the cosy spare bedroom where we keep our clothes now, then our galley kitchen. And the tiny hall opens out into the sitting room, where the grand Palladian window proudly flares its curved nose over the street below.

‘How did you get on?’ Vince Alberta, former architect, current recluse, sits in his faithful chair several feet back from the window. The chair is a modern lazy boy with a steel base. Dad’s feet, in Union Jack socks, rest on a Moroccan leather pouffe. He’s wearing stay-press trousers and a white Fred Perry T-shirt.

My dad is not that old. He had me young, very young: he’s sixty-four.

‘Well, I’m all sorted,’ I say, resting my hand briefly on his slight but firm upper arm. ‘Apparently the tooth is saved.’

Dad looks up at me and gives me a short smile. You wouldn’t, at first glance, think he is blind. One eye looks slightly narrower than the other, nothing else is remarkable; but your second glance, and definitely your third, would tell you those eyes are unseeing – that they are slightly milky-looking and without focus.

‘Good,’ he says. ‘I’m not sure I could have put up with all the howling.’

‘Well, no.’

Dad doesn’t like any noise – really, any sounds, particularly words, especially my words. He returns, as ever, to his iPad with the connected Braille reader, a nifty device the size of a small keyboard that converts text to Braille, courtesy of rounded pins on its surface. He’s currently reading the biography of famous architect Norman Foster – again.

‘What are we having for dinner tonight?’ I ask him.

‘Carbonara,’ he says, without looking up.

‘Lovely.’

Dad cooks. He’s Italian, and as well as retaining the rhythm and inflection of the accent, he has both inherited and perpetuated my grandmother’s utter brilliance in the kitchen. I am a terrible cook – you could have grouted a shower with the last creamy pasta sauce I attempted, and the drop scones I made at school were literal – and a very bad tea maker, but I wash up. I have some uses.

‘I’ve done the laundry,’ adds Dad, his head still bowed over the iPad, his finger tracing the surface of the Braille reader. ‘Will you be able to eat? The tooth?’

‘Yes, I’ll be fine.’

I walk across the parquet flooring and place my ineffective bag on the narrow console table in front of the window.

‘It’s bloody hot in here,’ I remark.

The Palladian window is closed again. I walk over and open it, letting in the noise and the smells of Chalk Farm. I know Dad will grumble, like he always does, but he used to love standing at this window, with it wide open, and listening to life on the street below. He used to sit by it on stormy evenings, absorbing the sound of the rain. Now he likes the window closed and the flat quiet; far from the world.

‘I like it shut,’ he complains.

‘I know, but we need to let some air in. It resembles a fusty old garden shed in here.’

‘I didn’t think you’d be able to talk, after the injection,’ he says.

I roll my eyes. I have to be as silent as he is blind.

‘I’ll just go and get changed.’

By just go and get changed, I mean, take off my make-up now there’s no one to see my face.

I use baby wipes. It usually takes about six or seven of them to remove my thick foundation and expose my heart-shaped monstrosity. I have it down to a fine art. We only have one mirror and it’s in our bathroom; it’s badly lit in here, but that’s OK. My birthmark is already angry-looking as I disturb it with my wiping and rubbing, my unveiling and my disclosing. I don’t need to see it clearly. It’s not like I don’t know it’s there. Yet, sometimes it still surprises me. Even after all these years. I might catch sight of it in a mocking shop window or in a bastard mirror I’m not expecting – at the clinic, say, or at Dad’s doctors’ surgery, and think, Oh, look at that. That’s horrible.

A strawberry birthmark. How anodyne and Enid Blyton and Pollyanna that sounds. It isn’t. It’s raspberry red and asymmetrical and bumpy and is a bugger to blend into the rest of my face with that thick, thick foundation, now deposited on baby wipes. Most days I still feel really despondent about it. Every day I just want to hide from the world and never come out.

That feels better, though. My face can breathe. I throw the browned baby wipes in our little pedal bin and head back to the sitting room and my bag, to open one of the letters I picked up downstairs. Oh, it’s another architectural magazine, wanting to do a feature on where we live. There’s a lot of interest in the only flat created inside a London tube station.

‘Someone else wants to talk to us about The Palladian,’ I say. ‘Another magazine.’

‘Oh, God.’ Dad gets up from the chair and walks to the kitchen – he knows exactly how many steps it is from here to there and doesn’t need his cane – where he starts clattering around. I always leave him to it; he doesn’t require help in the kitchen, unless something does something it shouldn’t – like a rogue lid flinging itself off a jar and on to the floor.

‘Another Leslie Green fan!’ I call to him.

‘They all love Leslie!’ he calls back.

Leslie Green was the architect who designed Chalk Farm underground station and forty-nine other tube stations, in a five-year period from the early 1900s – before he died of tuberculosis at the age of thirty-three. I know a lot about the long-admired Leslie Green. Dad knows an awful lot more. But we will turn down the inquisitive magazine person, like we always do. Dad doesn’t want anyone coming into his beloved home, doesn’t want to talk to anyone about anything, even the things he is most interested in. I mean, he bought this flat because of Leslie Green. But he won’t engage with anyone about it now.

I put the letter in the recycling box in the hall, then go and stand in the doorway of the kitchen. The room has been organized so it’s easier for Dad. We have talking scales and measuring jugs. Braille labels. All spices and condiments and sauces are kept in wicker baskets, so things can’t be accidentally swept on to the floor. Neither of us is the tallest – I’m tiny, actually – and everything is no more than shoulder height, to avoid droppages. And everything goes back in its place in a military system. Only twenty per cent of blind people are actually totally blind, so many visually impaired people may have items colour-coded in a kitchen – with heightened contrasts between light and dark – but my dad is one of the unlucky twenty per cent with NLP: No Light Perception. He’s been blind since 17 August 1980.

‘I don’t need any help, Prue.’

‘I know you don’t.’

Dad is already getting out chopping boards and utensils. He makes delicious food for us both every night, in near silence. Once upon a time he used to cook to music: to The Kinks and The Doors and The Jam and the New Faces. He used to hum along or sing as he worked. We have a really good music system here, excellent speakers, but we don’t use it any more. We also have a vintage record player in the corner of the sitting room, but the duck-egg-blue lid stays closed.

‘So, go away and leave me to it. Go and catch up on all your women.’

He means the women I like reading about. Talented women, heroic women, pioneering women; women nothing like me … Recently I’ve been reading a lot about Amelia Earhart, Indira Gandhi and Dian Fossey. Most of yesterday afternoon was spent down a Catherine the Great-shaped rabbit hole. Dad likes the fact that I can occupy myself without bothering him. I don’t talk to him beyond the necessary: ‘What are we having for dinner tonight?’, ‘I’m doing the online shop; do you still like apple juice?’, ‘Can I help with that, Dad? No? OK.’ I eat quietly, looking through Facebook on my phone in silence. I’m not really on Facebook – I have an account with about ten ‘friends’ that I never post on, but I use it to stalk abusers I knew at school and scoff at my sister. At any other point in time, I’m either watching telly or listening to music through headphones, the volume as low as I can bear it. Anything else I fear he views as some kind of attention-seeking. Obviously I am seeking his attention. There’s nobody else bloody here.

I open the second letter: an A4 envelope. I’m not particularly intrigued; it’s probably another brochure from a local estate agent with an accompanying missive trying to persuade us to sell our flat. Oh. Inside is a very belated 2018 calendar from Gourmet Burgers for Dogs with a Great Dane demolishing a quarter-pounder on the cover. I used to work at Gourmet Burgers for Dogs, until I resigned from packing vacuum-packed home-made burgers for dogs into cardboard boxes, at age forty-five. Actually, I resigned from all jobs at that point. The burgers simply pushed me over an edge I’d been teetering near for a while.

I flick through the calendar; September looks cute.

There is a clatter from the kitchen.

‘Can I help?’

‘No, I’m all right!’

I can hear Dad counting the steps to the fridge under his breath. I put the calendar back in the envelope. God knows why they keep on sending me the things – I really don’t need a reminder of how my far-from-illustrious working life finally came to an end.

‘Oh, bugger it!’

‘Shall I come in?’

‘No, no, I’m fine.’

I put A Place in the Sun on. Plug in my headphones. Watch lucky people browsing beachfront properties in Barbados. I tell myself I’m Dad’s companion now, that I need to be here – not working – but we both know that’s not true. I just haven’t got the will or the confidence to put myself out there any more. Still, we’re all right for money as I’ve always saved hard, in all my jobs, even though I now do nothing at all, and Dad has his compensation pay-out and his handful of investments – and we’ve no mortgage – so we’re ticking over, ‘like a clapped-out Ford Cortina’, as he puts it.

I take off my headphones. I can hear grumble, grumble, clatter, clatter, from the kitchen; I can smell onions being sweated in olive oil and garlic; I can already taste the pancetta and the parmesan and the peppery, creamy sauce. I can also see exactly how the evening will pan out, just as it always does. Dad and I will have dinner, then retire to our chairs: me to browse the internet or watch TV or listen to not-loud-enough music; Dad to read on his Braille reader or listen to a podcast – always on architecture, a subject he has never stopped studying. The light will fade; we’ll stay in our chairs. We might have a snack, a glass of beer. At around eleven, Dad will say, ‘Well, I think I’ll turn in, Prue’, and I’ll say, ‘Me too, Dad’, and we’ll go to bed. Always the same, day after day, month after month, year after year. And that’s OK. We like it like this. We wouldn’t have it any other way. What other way is there, for Dad and me?

‘Fifteen minutes, Prue,’ says Dad.

‘Righto, Dad,’ I reply.




CHAPTER 3

‘Angela called,’ Dad yells from the kitchen twenty minutes later.

‘Oh? What did she have to say for herself?’ I try to make my voice sound bright and not at all like I’ve been asleep for the last quarter of an hour. It’s a shameful habit I have – nodding off during daylight hours – considering I don’t work or do anything all day. Dad naps a lot too. Our morning routine tends to be BBC Breakfast followed by The Wright Stuff followed by This Morning, then we stop for a bit of lunch – some ciabatta or pasta, a salad or some soup, depending on our mood or the season – then it’s the music or the podcasts or more television and two or three small afternoon naps each. We’re like a couple of bloody dormice. And if we’re a couple of dormice, then my sister Angela is an ant, or a busy busy worker bee – always working, always socializing, always shopping or baking, always doing something. My little sister (she’s forty-six) checks in with us from Canada every three months or so, not that she needs to; her life is on Facebook. Where she’s been, how work’s been, how well her perfect girls have done at school and nursery, what she had for dinner last night …

‘I didn’t answer,’ Dad calls. ‘I had my headphones on. She left a voicemail that she’d call back.’

‘Oh, OK.’

Angela is all Photoshop filters and clinking champagne glasses and beautiful local scenery and home-made cakes and gorgeous children and new shoes. We have absolutely nothing in common.

‘Maybe she’ll call back after dinner.’ Dad sounds about as enthusiastic as I feel.

‘Maybe,’ I say.

I plug back into my headphones and put on the Bonnie Raitt album, Luck of the Draw – an old favourite of mine, except I always avoid ‘I Can’t Make You Love Me’, because its lyrics make me cry. I like female singer-songwriters. I like Janis Joplin and Joni Mitchell and Dolly Parton and Sheryl Crow. I like Carole King and Carly Simon. I like strong women with something to say because I am not a strong woman and I have nothing to say. I don’t always agree with all their lyrics, though. ‘Jolene’ could have had him, for example, and good riddance … If he’s that vain, it really isn’t going to help that this song definitely is about him … I’m also sad for how someone like Janis Joplin lived and died, but when she rasps her way through ‘Summertime’, I am utterly transported.

I take my phone from my bag as I listen and have a nose on Facebook – Angela has a new bag and went to the cinema with it last night. Some idiot I knew at school has had another baby and named it after a shampoo. I go on the Daily Mail online, the Sidebar of Shame: their showbiz gossip. I look at their news column. Then I go on to Safari and search ‘News, Warren Street tube station’, and it comes up straight away: ‘Incident on the line, suspected jumper’:


British Transport Police were called to Warren Street underground station this afternoon. At least 10 emergency services vehicles were seen outside the station and the Northern Line was suspended for three hours. Sadly, a woman was pronounced dead at the scene.



How awful, I think. It makes me feel funny – a feeling of vertigo, almost, or that I am as lightweight as that balloon, floating to nowhere. Although I saw nothing, I was so close to where it happened, mere feet from where this woman lost her life. I wonder how old she was, if she had children. How bad her life was that she wanted to bring it to an end. I remember the card I was given by the well-meaning London Underground woman. Did I look bad? Just being me? So bad she deduced I must have seen something?

I mooch around the internet some more, gaze at lovely tropical holidays I’ll never go on, then head on to Twitter, where I follow a handful of achieving, purposeful blind people, to get ideas for Dad to reject. Then I read a new article about Billie Holiday.

Dad comes out of the kitchen and plonks two steaming plates of carbonara on the little round table between our chairs.

‘Here we are,’ he says, like he always does. ‘Buon appetito.’ He’s so proud of his Italian heritage. Well, I am, too, of mine. I’m half Italian, a quarter Swedish. Dad’s parents – Papa and Nonna – came to London in the early 1950s and ran a gelato parlour in Clerkenwell, where gangsters and organ grinders alike enjoyed their stracciatella; my mother’s parents met in London when Nana Larry (her real name was Brigitta) had a week off from the Electrolux factory in Stockholm, came to London with a friend and met Grandpa Larry outside the Ritz, in a rainstorm. My family history – well, some of it – is the most interesting thing about me.

I go over to the table. We eat. We do not talk. I want to talk.

‘Hey, Dad, did you know there’s a blind architect?’ I pause, brave, my fork over my steaming bowl, toying with a cube of pancetta. ‘In Hawaii. He’s about your age. He’s semi-retired but he consults, he teaches. There was an article in the Evening Standard about him and I’ve found his profile on Twitter. He’s really interesting.’

Dad sighs. ‘Really?’

‘Yeah. He’s called John Harrison Burrows; he consults on conference spaces and art galleries – multi-sensory, accessible to all. He’s got a studio on the Big Island. He teaches architecture at the university there.’ I gabble, trying to get the words out before he shuts me up.

‘That’s nice for him.’

‘You could be a blind architect. Or you could teach. You probably know more about architecture than anyone in the world!’

‘No, I couldn’t.’

‘Why not? You could read all about this guy and see what he does. He does TED Talks and stuff. He uses special technology.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘It’s not impossible.’

Dad became blind when I was ten. He had just qualified to be an architect and was embarking on his first project.

Dad lays down his fork. ‘Why don’t you look up all the people who are blind and aren’t architects?’

‘Don’t be silly.’

‘Or those blind people who can’t do anything at all.’

‘Dad.’

The accident was such a blow after everything my father had done to turn his life around. He became a parent at sixteen; for some that would have been game over, but Dad, who left school to become a carpenter not long after I was born, got what he termed a ‘fire in his belly’ for architecture while working on early development of the Barbican. He took his A levels at night school and got into University College London on a scholarship. He caught the bus from our little house in Clerkenwell to Russell Square every morning. He studied every night. With Nonna and Papa doing the school runs and looking after us after school – Nonna making us cannoli and Bolognese and focaccia, and Papa entertaining us with his sleight-of-hand magic tricks and his false tooth that he would pop out into his hand whenever he felt like it. Dad continued with the degree and he became an architect. For a while.

‘No, drop it, Prue. It’s utterly ridiculous.’

‘OK, Dad, subject dropped.’

We eat in silence for a few seconds. I don’t really have a leg to stand on anyway, I think. I’m hardly out there setting the world alight and I’m not even blind. I silently thank Dad for not pointing this out.

As usual, after dinner, Dad stays at the table while I clear the plates and take them to the kitchen. After I’ve washed up and dried up, with one of Nonna’s old red gingham tea towels, and put everything away and tidied up the kitchen, which Dad has left pretty spotless anyway, Dad will be back in his chair again and I will take to mine. Sometimes I wonder what would happen if I were to sit in his chair, or he in mine? Spontaneous combustion, probably, leaving just our feet on the floor, in front of those chairs.

I return to the comfort of Bonnie Raitt and my phone. There’s more news now on Warren Street. ‘Breaking News’, they call it, which is so ubiquitous a phrase now it carries a degree of anticipation not always rewarded, but it doesn’t say much more.


British Transport Police say the woman, who has not yet been named, was in her twenties and worked in the entertainment industry.



So young, I think, and what was she, an actress, a TV presenter? Why on earth would she jump under a train? I feel so sad for her that I have to come off my phone. I’ll watch a film. I look across at Dad, in his chair. Will he watch with me? He sometimes does. I note that he needs a shave, but I know he’ll do it in the morning. He is fastidious; always clean-shaven, and what hair he has left is kept neat monthly by the mobile barber who comes. Standards never slip when it comes to my father. Although he can’t witness his own appearance, he never forgets others can, even if it’s just me. It may be the Italian in him.

I find The Talented Mr Ripley on Amazon and start watching it on my own as Dad says he doesn’t fancy it. It’s hardly a cheery movie, but I love it, and I enjoy gazing at everyone’s gorgeous outfits. Dad has his headphones on and is listening to an audiobook. Now and again he’ll laugh, a sound only elicited by the voices of strangers. The light fades. We have a snack, a glass of beer.

‘Well, I think I’ll turn in, Prue,’ says Dad, at just gone eleven.

‘Me too, Dad,’ I reply.

He rises from his chair and I rise from mine. I wait while he uses the bathroom then I go and brush my teeth and wash my face and gently dab Savlon on my left cheek. I know it won’t do anything. I know when I look in the mirror in the morning my birthmark will still be there, loud and proud, but hey, sometimes people are really, relentlessly stupid.

I get into bed, place my phone on the floor to charge, and lie there with the lamp on for a few minutes. I can hear Dad bumbling round his bedroom: opening and closing drawers, getting into bed with a creak of his bedframe and setting his morning alarm on the iPad, like he always does – with the help of Siri – despite there being nothing to get up for. After I hear Dad turn his light off, I turn off mine.




CHAPTER 4

My sister often forgets the time difference and calls us in the middle of the night.

‘Prue?’

‘Ug?’

‘It’s Angela.’

Angela has a Canadian inflection to her voice now. It’s super-annoying. I prefer it when people who run away keep their original accents.

‘It’s two in the morning,’ I say, leaning over and noting the time on my mobile phone.

‘Sorry.’

I know she is not sorry. She’s the kind of person who does what she feels like, when she feels like it.

‘I forgot. Never mind, I know you don’t sleep well.’ Well, that’s true, but there’s no need to hold it against me … or disturb my sleepless hours. She always was a disturber. She would dance in front of the television if I was watching it, knowing I hate to miss anything. Sometimes it was ballet, sometimes a jazzy freestyle; sometimes it was just hopping, and always with a mischievous look on her face as I screeched and pelted KitKat wrappers at her. I’m one of those people who rewinds snatches of dialogue they’ve misheard, who has to look again at something in a drama they think might be a clue. And I hated having Worzel Gummidge danced in front of.

‘How are you? How’s Dad?’

‘He’s fine. Still blind, you know …’

‘There’s no need to be like that!’

We have this same exchange every time she calls. Neither of us can help ourselves.

‘How are you?’ I ask flatly. I know how she is. She’s happy. She’s the only one out of the three of us who has managed it.

‘Great, thanks. I need to ask you a favour,’ she says chirpily. ‘Not now, of course, when you get up.’

‘What is it?’

She was always one for favours, our Angela. Or Angela Pangela, as I sometimes called her. She had a way of asking them, when we were kids, that made it seem like she’d give you the earth in return; for lending her your best cardigan – the one with the robin on it – or bringing her a glass of orange squash (‘Strong, with two straws, please’) as she lolled on her bed in her candy-pink bedroom with a book about ponies, or for fibbing to Dad on her behalf about where she was last night (telling him she was round at Paula Dawson’s doing homework and not out with Mark Sinclair, the baddest boy at school, doing an underage pub crawl round Camden). She never gave the earth. She’d just say ‘thanks’ in a breezy voice and move on to her next thing.

‘Been up to anything recently?’

‘It’s two o’clock in the morning, Angela! What’s the favour?’

‘So? You don’t have to get up in the morning. Or do you have a job again now?’

I sigh. ‘No, I don’t have a job.’

‘Thought not.’ Ah, the eternal air of superiority. She’s pretty, she’s got a career, she’s married.

Angela was always moving on. I knew she would run away. As she approached the end of her teens you could see the waves of restlessness just rolling off her like static electricity. She plotted her escape for a year. She hung around the local community college, attended a pottery class, but mostly she lurked in the café so she could chat up wealthy foreign students who’d come to learn English; she hoped that one of them would take her away from all this. The poor sap she eventually ensnared was actually the pottery teacher – thirty-one-year-old Warren Defaille from Nova Scotia, who was returning to Canada at the end of the summer term. She went with him.

I adjust the phone slightly away from my ear: Angela’s voice is loud.

‘Have you left the flat recently?’

‘No,’ I say. I’m not telling her about the dentist and the ‘jumper’ and the card. I never tell her anything.

‘Dad should see people,’ she says, after a giant tut (I don’t bother to pick her up on her terrible choice of words). ‘It’s no good for either of you, being stuck in that flat. You really should make a change, reconfigure your lives.’

When did my little sister become so humourlessly superior? I wonder. It hadn’t always been this way. At one time we had fun. At one time I was her protector. Now I refuse to stroke her inflated ego and her younger-sister-made-good superiority. To indulge her transatlantic tripe.

‘So, what’s the favour, Angela?’ I repeat. ‘Is it, you know, the one about looking after our father for ever so that you don’t have to?’

Angela sighs back at me. ‘Oh, Prue. Really? That self-pitying baloney again? You’ve said yourself he doesn’t need looking after. No, the favour is, actually, dig up a photo for me and send me a shot of it? Please. I told Warren about that picture of us on the beach in Old Leigh – you know, up from Southend – when I fell in that rock pool and got a crab on the end of my nose?’ She laughs her flute-y laugh; the one that really irritates me.

‘Yeah, I know the one,’ I say. And I had a massive birthmark on my face – permanently – I think. Nobody even used suncream in those days, so it would shine out like a Belisha beacon from the coast. Ships used to launch themselves at it. ‘All right, I’ll look for it. Is there anything else?’ I add. I’m beginning to get a headache and I want to go back to sleep.

‘No, there’s nothing else. Hey, you haven’t heard from Cherry Lau, have you?’

‘Cherry Lau?’ There was a blast from the past. ‘No, why?’

‘She found me on Facebook. She sent me a message.’

‘Oh?’

‘Yeah, she’s in corporate entertaining or something now, in Shanghai.’

‘Shanghai!’ Cherry Lau used to live next door to us, above her parents’ takeaway place. She was round at ours all the time, when she wasn’t working there. And when she was, I was over there. For a while.

‘Yeah, she looks ever so glam. Expat husband. Two children, like me. Doing ever so well for herself.’

Like me, I think she’s going to repeat, but she doesn’t. Angela’s eventual escape was rather glamorous, too. She went long haul, flying by British Airways to Halifax Stanfield International Airport, Nova Scotia, with Warren the pottery teacher, when she was nineteen. She ended up getting a job in air traffic control at that very airport; she was one of the top people, until she had the girls – Clara when she was forty-one and Amelie when she was forty-three – via IVF. A whole life was waiting for her in Nova Scotia. Dad and I didn’t even know she was on that British Airways flight – we thought she’d gone on a girls’ weekend to Camber Sands. But she did it. She escaped Dad and me – the burden of the blind father and the ugly sister – to take off into the love story of the century.

Bloody bon voyage, Angela!

‘Did Cherry ask after me?’ I say.

‘No.’

I am not surprised. I did the dirty, eventually, on Cherry, the ‘funny little Chinese girl’ – as she was horribly christened at school – who lived next door and temporarily became my best friend, until I fucked things up.

‘You don’t ever speak to her?’

‘No.’ I don’t speak to anyone, I think, no one at all. And I don’t particularly want to speak to you, either, Angela. Not even every three months.

‘Right, I guess I’ll have to call back again,’ she says. ‘To speak to Dad … Do it as soon as you wake up, can you? The photo? I don’t mind what time it is here.’

No. ‘Yes, OK.’

We used to sit and chat for hours, me and Angela. Usually on her bed, while I painted her nails and she scolded me for not doing it right. We’d laugh, too. Laugh so hard at ridiculous things until one of us fell off the bed and dragged the other with her on to the pink fluffy rug with all the gum and hairclips and jelly sweets embedded in it, and we’d lie there looking at the cracks in the ceiling and giggling at other ridiculous things until Angela got bored and would get up.

‘Can I leave you with something?’

‘If you have to. What is it?’

‘Be the change you wish to see in the world. Gandhi said that.’

Unbelievable.

‘Bye, Angela.’

I put the phone down, unprop the pillows and let the sheet fall loosely over me. My fanlight window is open and I can hear a police siren competing with a car alarm competing with Mr Alkazi’s alarm at the newsagent’s, which goes off between midnight and three every night. Outside the window there’s a shout for ‘Janine!’ and the barking of a disgruntled dog. The sheet is light and cool, but I suddenly feel draped in dark, dank dread, a shroud of it wrapping round me. Angela, my fun, flighty sister, has escaped. Cherry Lau is now popular and successful, sipping mysterious cocktails in mysterious bars in Shanghai. And I am tethered here with no friends, no one to tell my dark secrets or the dull truth of my life to, and how it is slipping away, day by day, nothing to nothing.

I live with my father but I am as alone as a woman who has leapt to her death under a tube train. I had dreams once, dreams of happiness and fulfilment, long since gone. I had hoped for love, at some point, but that is now a stale joke; a joke first played on me years ago when I loved a man who couldn’t love me back. I am as blind as my father is to the world. I lie in my bed night after night, watching as shadows and slices of light slide across my bedroom window: whites, reds, yellows, greens; the blue of a police car. My view never changing. Never evolving.

I shift my head so it’s on the coolest part of the pillow and go back to sleep.

The next morning, before Dad stirs, I take the Transport for London card from my purse and sit at the console table by the Palladian window. Outside in the world, real people are already busy.

‘Hello,’ I say into my phone, feeling nervous. ‘I’m phoning up about the free counselling session.’

I know, I know – it’s damn cheeky of me. I didn’t see the jumper. I saw nothing, except the crowded entrance to a platform and a horrendous busker. I have not been affected in any way, except giving her life some thought, and wondering about mine. I am taking advantage.

‘Which incident?’ says a voice that could be announcing the next train to Edgware.

Which incident …? My entire life? ‘Er … the jumper on the tube. Northern Line. Warren Street. Yesterday. Wednesday.’

‘In the afternoon?’

‘Yes, in the afternoon.’ How many jumpers did they have?

‘OK. Hold on one moment, please.’ There is a muffling and a shuffling, something that sounds like a cup of coffee being stirred with a plastic spoon and a folder being dropped on the floor. ‘Next Monday, ten a.m. until eleven a.m.; 34 Princelet Street, E1. Press the buzzer for Room B. Do you need a pen?’

I almost say, Look forget it, I don’t want to come after all, but I don’t. ‘I say, ‘No, I can remember that. Thank you.’

‘Good luck,’ says the voice, and the call ends. Very British, that good luck, it covers a multitude of future scenarios – although sometimes it sounds like a trap.




CHAPTER 5

It’s Monday. Days usually roll around like monoliths for Dad and I. Dull and indistinguishable. For some, it’s ‘Another day, another dollar’; for us, it’s ‘Another day, another day …’, but today I’m already at my second destination. My first, Loved Before, the dress agency next to the laser clinic in Muswell Hill, was quiet early this morning. I go there now and again – and not just when I’ve been to an appointment next door. I don’t frequent high-street clothes shops. They have gorgeous, unblemished girls slinking out of cubicles with smug looks on their faces; bored and beautiful women manning the cubicles. Too many mirrors. I like charity shops and this rather wonderful boutique, a haven of blush-pink walls and chandeliers and a polished dark-wood floor, where the only mirror is in the gorgeously lit changing room and I never feel intimidated.

‘Hi, Prue.’

Maya, the owner, appeared from behind the swishy pale gold curtain of the back room with a mountain of delicious-looking things over one arm. I like Maya. We’ve chatted a few times.

‘Hello, Maya.’

‘One of my favourite contributors brought in lots of amazing items this morning,’ she said, walking over to me, a vision in a tangerine slip dress and bejewelled sandals. I was fingering the hem of a gorgeous lace shift dress I’d never have the guts to wear in a million years … ‘This woman’s always travelling,’ she explained. ‘She just came back from Belize. I reckon she never wears the same outfit twice.’

Loved Before sells second-hand party wear and beautiful work wear, nothing else, and strictly no tat. Everything acquired by the shop is what Maya calls ‘lovely quality’ and has been previously owned by women who live glamorous, useful lives. Women with stories to tell. That’s how I see these women, anyway. I imagine women glittering at cocktail parties, stepping on to giant yachts with a glass of champagne in their hand, dancing barefoot on the beach on tropical nights and storming it in the boardroom in stern, sexy navy and the highest of heels, as shards of the shattered glass ceiling fall around them. Women who are literally going places. Places I would never go.

‘I’m here for a jacket,’ I told her. I feel a jacket will set off my usual T-shirt-and-leggings combo and make me feel a little more together for my counselling session. Or at least not such a fucking fraud. I love clothes – I’ve loved them since I was a little girl and I looked through Nonna’s giant mail order ‘club’ catalogues, marvelling at how the models could be transformed from one thing to the other just by what they wore: twinkling party-goer, tousled beach babe, efficient office girl – but I am not brave enough to wear the ones that really make my heart sing. The beautiful ones. Because I am not beautiful. I am not brave enough to go anywhere, either. And the stories I have to tell would not inspire or delight a soul.

‘Lots came in at the weekend. Let me show you,’ Maya said, directing me away from the beautiful dresses I can never resist looking at to Workwear, where I was ready to choose a workaday plain black office jacket, but Maya persuaded me into a smart grey hip-length blazer with white stripes, which, she said, complements my skin tone and honey-coloured hair. It’s chic, and I feel it provides me with just the right protective barrier I need.

It’s making me very hot, though. I’m currently wearing it sitting opposite a TFL counsellor, somewhere inside a red-brick building in Spitalfields, and I have the sleeves pushed up like Simon Le Bon in the ‘Reflex’ video.

Verity Holmes, BACP registered, accredited counsellor, is wearing possibly the prettiest pair of shoes I’ve ever seen. They are velvet T-bar, blocked-heeled sandals – in floral and polka-dot print – with burgundy bows along the T-bar and the heels wrapped in a kind of floral silk. They are amazing. She’s also wearing a full cotton skirt, white with London buses on it, which I know to be Cath Kidston, and a purple T-shirt topped with a pendulous necklace of wooden beads. She looks about thirty-five. She has nice curly auburn hair. I have my leggings and long T-shirt and flip-flops on, like I do every day in the summer, but I’ve painted my nails for this occasion, and I have the jacket.

I’ve got Verity Holmes’s name written on a piece of paper on my lap. She gave it to me when I came in. I’m worried I should have given her something with my name on, but surely she already knows it. She tucks two sprigs of spiralled hair behind each ear; she crosses and uncrosses her legs, displaying those beautiful shoes. She’s kindly pretending she hasn’t noticed the birthmark, but I know she’s clocked it. I’ve barely given it one coat today, so Verity knows what she’s dealing with. The hope is I won’t feel such a fraud if she can see I’m already a flawed person. That I have issues.

I look around me. The room is less glamorous than Verity. The walls are wood-chipped beige, the carpet a sticky caramel. There’s an incongruous, slightly lopsided Betty Boop poster on one wall, one of those anodyne faded paintings of a bowl of fruit on another. A fly, over at the window, lazily trails its way up the dirty pane, fizzes a bit, then scoots down again. I randomly muse on whether Verity in her lovely shoes is going to stick any whale music on. Is that what counsellors do? Or is she going to make me hold a pink crystal in my hand for the duration?

The fly buzzes in an attention-seeking fashion. I idly wonder if it’s the same fly that was at the dentist’s. Is it following me?

Finally, she speaks. ‘Good morning, I’m Verity Holmes.’

I sit back on this too-soft sofa that smells faintly of tea tree oil and gone-off cinnamon. ‘Hi, I’m Prue. Prudence. Prudence Alberta.’ I’m trying to sound perky but my voice has gone a bit husky, like I’m on sixty a day. I clear my throat. I’m nervous. I feel as though I’m in a job interview, a terror I haven’t visited for a while. Having to pretend I’m something I’m not … In the case of job interviews: a hard-working ‘people person’ who sees the cashier position in the local bookies as a long-term career progression. Today: the authentic witness to a tragic suicide. Could I conceivably stand up and say, ‘Sorry, I can’t do this!’ like they do in films? Grab my bag from the sofa and flee, leaving Verity with a startled look on her face? I don’t have the courage to do that. It takes less courage to stay and pretend I have seen some poor woman take her own life by jumping in front of a train.

‘So, Prudence, how are you? How are you feeling? You saw something tragic on the underground last Wednesday? Or you saw the aftermath?’

Oh, she’s straight to it. Her romantic shoes belie her desire to get things cracking. I thought she might start with my school days, or something. I was ready with the story about the paper bag and the Tippex …

‘Er, yeah. I saw it. Both.’

In my small defence, I have thought about her a lot. The jumper, Philippa. She’s been named. She was called Philippa Helens and she was twenty-nine years old and from High Barnet. There was a photo of her online this morning: long blonde hair, brown eyes, really pretty. She looked happy in the photo. She looked like a proper, well-put-together person who’d got this. Not someone who felt the opposite. I wish I hadn’t seen her picture, really, but in a strange way it does make me feel slightly more qualified to talk about her. I’ve had that photo on my mind since five o’clock this morning.

Verity’s eyes are fixed on my face. I can feel my birthmark beginning to itch, to pulsate. ‘And how did you feel about that?’

I’ve implied I saw everything: a figure leaping on to the tracks, a body struck, a horrific after-scene. When do I tell her I only saw three hundred heads and a balloon?

‘Well … I was disturbed.’

‘Disturbed?’

‘Wouldn’t anyone be?’

‘Well, you tell me, Prue. If you can. Tell me how you feel.’

What’s another word for ‘disturbed’?

‘Are you angry with her in any way?’

‘Angry? Why would I feel angry with her?’

‘For disrupting your journey, for making you an involuntary witness, for causing you and many other people to feel sad and shaken and, well’ – she smiles at me sympathetically – ‘bad.’

Well, yes, I do feel bad, I think. I feel bad for the many other people who really were witnesses and may need help but haven’t asked for it, while I sit here on this smelly sofa under false pretences. But I am not angry.

‘I feel sorry for her,’ I say.

Poor Philippa. Her face swims before me again: smiling, happy, those deep brown eyes that were supposed to see the world for many years to come. A photo that will now be consigned to a box of others by her grieving family – that was our Philippa. Or placed lovingly in an album, sealed for ever behind a polythene sleeve. Damn, I haven’t done the photo for Angela yet, I realize. I’ll do it tonight, if I remember. I’m not in any rush. And I’ll crop me out of it.

‘I feel sorry for the woman who jumped,’ I repeat. Now this is the truth … ‘Philippa. I’ve been thinking about her and I feel sorry for her.’

Verity nods. She makes some notes on a little notepad on her lap. Is she writing ‘lunatic’ … ‘terrible birthmark’ …? I don’t know when she’ll ever refer to these notes. I mean, I won’t be coming back.

‘Any flashbacks, nightmares?’

Not about that. ‘No.’

Verity nods again. She uncrosses her legs and places both shoes neatly on the carpet. She pouts slightly. I decide to give her something. ‘I’m having preoccupations, though. Intrusive thoughts.’ Well, I am, aren’t I? I’m looking for updates about Philippa on the news all the time.

‘Are they impacting on your day-to-day life? What do you do for a living?’

‘I work from home,’ I lie. God, I want to take off this lovely jacket.

‘So you have remote colleagues?’

All my colleagues in all my jobs were pretty remote, I think, because I kept them that way. ‘No, I kind of work on my own.’

‘And what’s your home situation? Are you married?’

I look down at my ringless left hand, where she is also looking. ‘No.’

‘Children?’

‘No.’

Do I tell her I’ve not exactly been a success when it comes to relationships? That I lost my virginity in a student bedsit when I was seventeen (I was never a student but my first terrible lover was – a very drunk boy who kept his plimsolls on)? That my love life stalled at that point and never got going again? That two particular encounters in my life have meant relationships are not something I go looking for?

‘I live with my blind father and we don’t get out much any more,’ I blurt out instead.

‘Did you used to?’

‘What?’ I’m already regretting saying it.

‘Get out much.’

‘Yes, we did. Well, obviously I did, when I was working. I started … er … working from home three years ago.’

‘What is it exactly that you do? I haven’t missed that, have I?’ She frowns, consulting her notes.

Oh, sod it, I think. I’ve only got the hour. ‘I don’t work,’ I say. ‘Not any more. I used to.’ I take a deep breath and I launch. ‘I left school at sixteen and drifted for a few years in dead-end, go-nowhere jobs, then, somehow, one of those cards in the Job Centre landed me the role of catering assistant at the North London Conference Centre, in Highbury, when I was twenty-one. I enjoyed it. I did well there. Badging, Bookings, then management … I worked at the conference centre for twenty years, until I was made redundant, then I returned to those dead-end jobs again – bars and bookies and pound shops and taxi offices and dog-burger companies …’ I give a wry smile. I enjoy Verity’s look of surprise at ‘dog burger’. ‘And for the past three years I’ve done nothing at all. Which is how I like it. My father doesn’t do anything either, although back in the day he used to have a life, despite being blind … a good life, really.’ I pause. Verity is interested, I can tell. I can see she’s fighting not to raise her eyebrows. ‘Until we lost the guide dogs.’

‘Oh?’ says Verity Holmes, leaning forward. She looks really interested. Is the crystal about to come out? ‘Tell me more about that.’

I take another deep breath and I tell
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