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To Claire, whose dedication to the family has been
a shining light, especially in the darkest times
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The meagre lighthouse all in white, haunting the seaboard as if it were the ghost of an edifice that had once had colour and rotundity, dropped melancholy tears after its late buffeting by the waves.


— Charles Dickens, Little Dorrit
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Gwyn


Here I go again, over the sea to Ynys Dwynwen in my little boat. Always a sad time, this, but one tempered with happiness. Because a keeper is leaving, but that means the island has worked its peculiar magic once again.


Three years almost to the day, it was, when I brought George Benson over here, him steely-eyed and impassive as we bounced through the churning waves from the main­land, his gaze fixed on the white and red hoops of the lighthouse framed against the grey, drizzly skies.


‘The Walrus of Love!’ I’d said, upon him introducing himself to me. ‘You’ll have to say hello to our colony of seals over on Bethan’s Reef.’


‘That was Barry White,’ he’d said testily. ‘George Benson was a jazz guitarist. “Nature Boy”. “Nothing’s Gonna Change My Love For You”. That sort of thing.’ He’d looked at me. ‘I’m a fifty-seven-year-old white man from Birmingham. I have a very common name that just happens to be shared by someone who no one in their right mind could mistake me for.’


And that was the end of that conversation. To be honest, I never thought that Ynys Dwynwen’s magic would work on George Benson. It doesn’t every time. Some people are impervious. But the island chooses well – and if you think people decide to come to Ynys Dwynwen, you’re mad as a mongoose. Ynys Dwynwen chooses the people who come to her.


And yet, almost three years later, here I am, pulling the dinghy in to the jetty on the island, George Benson waiting for me, his duffel bag on the rocky grassland beside him, the lighthouse rearing up against a blue, cloudless sky.


He’s smiling, tanned, fit-looking. A world away from the pasty-faced, dour, overweight man who I first brought to the island.


‘Happy birthday, George Benson!’ I hail to him, as I hop out of the dinghy and tie her up on the jetty. ‘All set for the return?’


As I reach George Benson and grab his bag, he gives his side a rub and looks back at the tower. I say, ‘How’s the hip?’


‘Bloody painful,’ he grunts. ‘But the operation’s in a month. I’m not sure I’d have got the go-ahead for it if I hadn’t come here, and stayed in Birmingham, slowly eating and drinking myself into a useless blob.’


‘I daresay you won’t miss all the stairs in the tower.’ I heft his bag on my shoulder and head down to the jetty.


‘I won’t miss the stairs,’ he says, still looking back at the tower. ‘I won’t miss the storms. I won’t miss those bloody kids coming once a year. I won’t miss the appalling racket of those sodding birds. I won’t miss trying to pronounce the name of this place.’ He pauses. ‘Een-Niss Doyn-Winn.’


‘Close enough, George Benson,’ I say, having stowed his bag in the dinghy and jogged up to help him down the slope to the jetty.


‘However …’ finally he turns his back on the tower. ‘At the same time, I will miss it. I’ll miss all of it. This place …’


I laugh. ‘It’s magic, George Benson.’


He leans on me as we descend to the jetty. ‘I didn’t believe in magic three years ago and I don’t believe in magic now, Gwyn. But I’ve seen things in my time here I can’t explain.’


I help him into the bobbing boat and he settles himself at the prow, his back to the island. ‘And the island has turned my life around. I’m sixty years old today and I’ve never felt better. I’m getting my hip sorted. And Janice … well, five years ago I never thought I’d see her again, when the divorce was finalised.’ He shakes his head. ‘Funny how things turn out. Like I had to turn my back on the world, on every­thing, for it all to come good.’


I pull the engine and turn the dinghy around, heading back to the Llyn Peninsula. George Benson is now facing Ynys Dwynwen, as it recedes behind us. ‘Sometimes you have to take a step back to see things properly,’ I say.


George Benson says nothing, just looks at the island, and the tower, and it might just be spray hitting his face, or it might be something else, but he quietly rubs his eyes.


‘What’ll happen? With the tower? And the light? The light never goes out,’ he says, softly, echoing Ms Davies’s words.


‘The light never goes out,’ I agree. Hywel Davies and I will keep the tower running. Heledd Davies has placed an advertisement already, I believe, for your successor.’


‘For the new Keeper of Ynys Dwynwen,’ says George Benson. ‘I wonder who it will be? I wonder what they’re running from? I wonder how the island will work its …’


‘Magic?’ I say, the mainland and my stone jetty approaching rapidly.


‘Yes,’ says George Benson finally, with a smile of happy, gentle surrender. ‘I wonder how Ynys Dwynwen will work its magic on them, just like it did on me.’





Year One
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Martin


17 June


After the day I’ve had, it’s hardly surprising that I decide to go and live in a lighthouse.


Or maybe it is surprising. I mean, it’s not what normal people do after a shitty day, is it? Most people would crack open a bottle of wine or call a friend or order a takeaway or put a movie on. I’d done all of those things before I made the decision to live in a lighthouse.


After all, it had been a very shitty day.


It begins at 5.45 a.m., which would be bad enough had I not been due in work fifteen minutes earlier. There are three missed calls on my mobile, all from my supervisor. I slept through them because my phone is in the corner of the living room under the TV stand, which is where I’d thrown it last night when I realised I’d run out of credit. Which also means that I cannot call work to tell them that I am on my way. And if I do not call within an hour of my start time I will lose my shift and likely not be offered more. They’re that spiteful.


There is only one thing for it. I have to go and see Mrs Carruthers. She will be the only resident in the block up at this time. God help me.


I press Mrs Carruthers’ buzzer and wait while she scrutinises me through the spyhole. Then her door, which is directly across the hall from mine, is flung open and she hoves into view. Mrs Carruthers is vast, with a bird’s nest of black hair – obviously and inexpertly dyed – piled on top of her head. She is wearing a floral smock that billows around her huge body, as though she is a medieval warship making sail. She squints at me for a second and says, ‘Ah. The idiot.’


‘I’m sorry to bother you, Mrs Carruthers. But I know you’re always up early—’


‘No milk? Run out of electricity cards? Suddenly had an epiphany about the wretched state of your life and come to beg my sage advice?’


She knows me too well, does Mrs Carruthers.


‘No,’ I say. ‘I need to use your phone. My mobile is … broken.’


‘Out of credit,’ she says with a smirk. ‘Again. Come in, you know where it is.’


Stepping into Mrs Carruthers’ flat is like walking through the wardrobe into … well, not quite Narnia, but maybe her version of it, a bohemian enclave choked with incense, lit by dull lamps draped with multi-coloured silks. She always has the TV on with the sound off, and issuing from somewhere there is usually some hippy-dippy music. Today’s sounds like a scratchy recording of a Tibetan yak herder playing finger bells in a snowstorm. She has a huge, shapeless sofa covered in throws and, on the wall above it, is a massive canvas of a naked woman draped on a chaise longue, rendered in oils. Mrs Carruthers says this was her in her salad days. She calls it Rabelaisian, and says it was painted by a very famous artist with whom she had a brief but lusty dalliance. The painting is very detailed, and I turn my back on it as I dial my super­visor’s number on the highly impractical rotary landline. I look up and see a birdcage in which sits a naked, filthy Barbie doll on a swing. I have to start again twice as I lose my place with the dial … how on earth did people ever use these things?


The call connects almost immediately to Jordan. He is twenty-two and fresh out of university. He thinks I am an old, washed up nobody with zero prospects and no ambition. His assessment is not unfair.


‘Fulfilment, Dispatch and Logistics, where dreams are given wings,’ he says in his professional voice, not recognising the number. Then, when I start speaking, he sighs and says, ‘Mister Burney,’ in the way people do when they are using the honorific ironically, and don’t think you deserve any such respect.


‘I’m sorry, Jordan I …’ I pause and look at my mobile, wondering what is the best lie to tell. ‘It’s my phone. It … broke.’ Behind me, Mrs Carruthers harrumphs. ‘The alarm didn’t go off. I’m using a neighbour’s phone.’ Too much information. ‘I’ll be there in an hour.’


‘Forty minutes, or don’t bother. Do you know how many people are queuing up for your job?’


The line goes dead and I replace the receiver. I obviously place it the wrong way because Mrs Carruthers elbows past me and turns it around. ‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘I’d better go and get dressed.’


She looks down witheringly at my grubby dressing gown and flip-flops. ‘I certainly hope so. Have you broken your fast?’


‘No time,’ I say. ‘I have a ten-minute break after four hours. I’ll grab something from the vending machine.’


‘Pshaw,’ she says, steering me to the table by her big bay window. ‘Sit. I have waffles and bacon and maple syrup already on the go. And coffee. Real coffee. Not that rubbish you get in a jar.’


‘I really don’t have time,’ I say. I won’t even make it there in forty minutes, unless the Gods of the Manchester Trams are looking down on me benignly.


‘Nonsense,’ says Mrs Carruthers, putting her hands on my shoulders and forcing me to sit. ‘Ten minutes to eat, ten minutes to dress, and ten minutes in a taxi to your place of work. I shall organise your transport with Mr Ali at the radio cab office.’


Less than a minute later Mrs Carruthers serves up a plate of waffles and bacon, smothered in syrup, and I have to admit it’s most welcome. What did I eat last night? The remnants of the pizza from the night before. As I tuck in she goes to the phone and loudly organises a taxi for exactly 6.30 a.m., with the warning that if I am not delivered to my place of employment precisely nine minutes later, then Mr Ali can no longer count upon her patronage.


Mrs Carruthers takes a seat at the table, watching me stuff waffles into my mouth. She puts her head to one side, early morning sunlight lancing through the windows and illuminating her wide, lined face. ‘How old are you, Martin?’


‘Thirty,’ I say through a mouthful of breakfast. These waffles really are very good.


‘Uh, how uncouth,’ she says with a wink. ‘No manners, your generation. I may not have been able to keep my legs closed when I was your age but I could certainly keep my mouth shut when I was eating.’


I pull a face and mumble an apology, my appetite suddenly deserting me, and take a sip of the strong black coffee.


Mrs Carruthers says thoughtfully, ‘Mrs Howell on the third floor had her son come to visit yesterday. He is also thirty. He has a job with a renewable energy company. Very high up. Nice house in Chorlton. Lovely wife. Two children. I believe one is quite a prodigy on the piano.’


Mrs Carruthers knows everything about everyone, at least in these flats. In another life she could have worked for the secret police of some Eastern Bloc country, I’m sure. I squint at her. I’ve no real idea how old she is, but she’s quite ancient. It’s entirely possible she did.


I shrug and say, ‘I know. I’m a failure.’


‘No,’ says Mrs Carruthers. ‘You can’t judge whether you have failed at life until you’re dead. You are, though, an idiot.’ She nods at my cup. ‘Drink up. You have ten minutes to try to make yourself look marginally less like an itinerant pedlar who goes door to door sharpening scissors.’


As she lets me out of her flat she says, ‘You are an idiot because you are wasting your life. You have a soul-crushing job which you hate. You have a girlfriend who, I should imagine, is about to dump you. You are perpetually broke, chaotic and aimless. You are drifting, Martin, but not in a good way. Take control of your life. Steer your own course. Shine your own light through the darkness.’


It’s only when the car drops me off at the huge, squat warehouse near the motorway that my sleep-deprived brain finally processes Mrs Carruthers’ words. You have a girlfriend who, I should imagine, is about to dump you. Is she really psychic, as she always claims to be? Or are the signs so obvious that only I am oblivious to them? I don’t have time to call Imogen, and I don’t have any credit anyway. I shove my phone back into my pocket and hurry in to my job.


The first person I see when I swipe into the warehouse is Harry, in his long brown coat and flat cap, pushing a wheeled bin full of brown packages between the shelves that reach right up to the corrugated ceiling.


‘Ah, the prodigal returns,’ says Harry with a crooked smile. ‘His Lordship was on the warpath about you earlier.’


Harry calls Jordan ‘His Lordship’ because he thinks he’s a cut above everyone else, and he’s got a full-time position rather than a zero-hours contract.


‘I phoned earlier. It’s fine,’ I say, grabbing my brown coat from the hook.


‘Little tit, he is,’ says Harry. ‘Right, I’ll see you at break. Better crack on, giving wings to dreams.’ He snorts loudly. ‘My arse.’


I take my hand-held terminal from the rack on the wall and sign in with my thumbprint. The little screen displays my first set of jobs. I work in fulfilment, which is rather ironic, as I’m pretty much the most unfulfilled person you could ever meet. People sit at home and order anything they can think of from the company website, with the promise of next day delivery. This is only kept thanks to the army of people in brown coats like Harry and me who work ten-hour shifts with three ten-minute breaks. We get paid minimum wage for the privilege, with no idea if there’ll be another shift the next day.‘Where dreams are given wings’ is the motto of the fulfilment centre, where we are not even allowed to talk to each other or have a wee apart from in our breaks.


I have done this job for three months and I hate it with every single fibre of my being. But it pays the rent, just about, and lets me live a minimal existence. Until something better comes along, it’ll have to do.


So it could be seen as something of a mixed blessing that in precisely five hours and thirty-seven minutes I will get fired.
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Martin


Because I’m late I have to make the time up at the end of my shift, and I’m glad of the breakfast Mrs Carruthers forced on me as it gets towards my first break of the day. Because Harry is over sixty-five, he gets four ten minute breaks per shift … the company is good like that. Can you see me rolling my eyes? He takes his second one to coincide with mine.


In fact, Harry is over sixty-five by a good decade. He’s been widowed for six years and lives in Salford. When I first started I asked him why he was still doing this godawful job at his age. He’d just shrugged and said it stopped him from sitting in the house slowly rotting. I can think of about a billion things I’d rather do to stop me slowly rotting than working here. Including slowly rotting.


It’s not even as though he needs the money, I don’t think. Harry was a third officer in the merchant navy for much of his life, which gives him a decent pension. I know about merchant navy pensions because my mum got some, along with a payout, after my dad died. I think that’s why Harry is so nice to me, because of what happened to my dad.


I take a piss and go to the staff-room to have a quick cup of HBL from the vending machine. That’s one of Harry’s. HBL is Hot Brown Liquid, which he says is the only way to describe what comes out of the machine. I’ll call it coffee over my dead body. He’s sitting in one of the plastic chairs reading a magazine. I know he’s going to give it to me when he ­finishes. He has done for the past three months. It’s called the Maritime Gazette and is full of articles about shipping that are either incomprehensible or deathly dull, usually both. Harry thinks I’m interested in it because of my dad. He couldn’t be more wrong. I couldn’t give less of a shit. But I don’t want to hurt the old boy’s feelings so, when he pushes the magazine across the table, I nod, roll it up and stick it in my back pocket.


Harry rolls down his sleeves, covering the faded tattoos on his thick forearms, and buttons the cuffs. ‘Back to the grind­stone.’


‘Yep.’


Harry’s face is craggy and permanently wind-burned, and he has closely trimmed snow-white whiskers. He looks at me with his piercing eyes, as green as the sea. ‘You ever thought of following in your dad’s footsteps?’


‘Go to sea?’ I say, crumpling my paper cup and tossing it in the waste bin. ‘Not really my scene.’


‘And pushing a trolley full of other people’s crap is?’


‘It’s not for the rest of my life,’ I say. There is exactly thirty seconds of break time left.


‘That’s what Dan Pearson used to say. He was about your age.’


I frown. ‘I don’t know a Dan Pearson.’


‘You wouldn’t. A little bit before you started.’


‘So he left?’


‘Died,’ says Harry, nodding towards the door. I walk out of the staff-room ahead of him. ‘Just before his second break. Keeled over. Gone before he hit the deck. Turned out, it was for the rest of his life. Just think on. You never know what’s around the corner.’


Two brothers are often on the same shift as me. I don’t know their names, which sounds a bit stand-offish but it’s because we’re not allowed to talk while we’re on the warehouse floor, and they never take their breaks at the same time as me. Harry calls them Tweedledum and Tweedledee. I just call them Dumb and Dumber. I mean, this job doesn’t exactly need a PhD, but I’d be surprised if even they know their own names. I hear them before I see them, raucous cackling and shouting. I turn into aisle forty-nine and there they are, right at the bottom, roaring with laughter and egging each other on. I usually like to guess what’s in the packages but there’s no mystery to this one. It’s a football, covered in bubble wrap, and Dumb and Dumber are heading it to each other in the aisle.


Obviously, this is the worst possible infraction in the fulfilment centre. We give dreams wings, but that doesn’t mean the stuff should fly about like this. It’s a sackable offence, no questions asked. Dumb and Dumber either don’t care, or the Pavlovian draw of a football is so overwhelming they can’t help themselves.


The item I need to collect is about halfway down and I’m quietly putting it in my trolley, hoping to get out of the aisle before they see me. I have no such luck.


‘Oi, Burney!’ shouts Dumb (or it could be Dumber) and then, to my horror, he hoofs the football straight at me.


‘On your head!’ shouts the other brother.


I have never been any good at football. Traumatic memories of PE sessions come flooding back and I flinch as the package flies towards me with an unerring aim. I turn slightly and it bounces off my head, continuing its trajectory with renewed force towards the far end of the aisle.


Just then Jordan rounds the corner, intently staring at a tablet in his hands.


‘Cracking header, Burney!’ laughs one of the brothers, just as the bubble-wrapped ball hits Jordan square in his very surprised, very angry face.


‘Needless to say, you’re all fired.’ Jordan is sitting behind his desk and we are standing in a row like naughty schoolboys.


‘Don’t care,’ says Dumb.


‘It’s a shit job anyway,’ says Dumber.


‘Hang on,’ I say. ‘How am I going to pay my rent?’


‘You should have thought of that before you decided to wilfully damage customer property. I’ll have Harry escort you off the premises.’


Outside, Dumb and Dumber walk off without a word.


‘He’s a tit, that Jordan,’ says Harry, taking the opportunity to roll a cigarette. ‘But you know what this place is like.’ He lights up his fag and looks at me for a moment. ‘Probably a blessing in disguise.’


‘It doesn’t feel like it.’


‘Have you got the magazine?’


It’s still in my back pocket, rolled up. ‘Yeah. Maybe I can use it as toilet paper when things get really bad.’


Harry sticks out his hand and gives mine a firm shake. ‘Good luck, lad. I’m sure something will turn up.’


He goes back inside and I watch one of the lorries departing from the loading bay, the company logo on the back. More dreams given wings. Mine are limping around in the gutter, flightless and broken, waiting for a cat to put them out of their misery.


I go and put some credit on my phone then call Imogen to see if she can meet up for lunch. Imogen doesn’t have a job, but I’d never say that to her. She’s an influencer. Or at least, she aspires to be. She’s five years younger than me and spends her days posting pictures on social media, tagging brands in the hope of getting free stuff. So far, her haul has included a handbag, a haircut, a weekend in a three-star hotel in Coventry, and a year’s supply of foot cream. We met at my last job, a pub in the Northern Quarter. I got sacked for spilling a tray of drinks over someone who turned out to be a mid-level Manchester gangster. I didn’t tell Imogen I’d been fired, I told her I was leaving to pursue my dream of writing a novel. She said she was going to pursue her dreams as well, and handed in her notice. The difference was she had a nice little allowance every month from her rich daddy. And I haven’t put one word down on paper.


‘Such exciting times, babes,’ says Imogen when we meet outside a bar next door to the pub where we used to work. ‘Des wants to represent me.’


‘Des?’ I say, wondering when she’s going to ask me about my day. Imogen is slim and quite beautiful and always well dressed and … I squint at her. There’s something different about her face. I say, ‘Have you had …?’


She pouts at me and says, ‘Just a few fillers. You like? Des says it gives me a more individual look.’


Except you just look like every other twenty-five-year-old, I don’t say. I do say, ‘Des?’


‘He reps a lot of the Manchester influencers,’ she says, scrolling through her phone. She’s had her nails done again. ‘He says he can take my career to the next level.’


I bet he does. Imogen looks up at me at last, head cocked to one side, curls tumbling over her bare shoulders. ‘He reckons I need to make a few changes, though.’


‘Imogen—’


‘Lifestyle changes.’


‘Imogen, look, there’s—’


‘To streamline my brand.’


‘Imogen, something happened and—’


‘And I have to agree with him, babes. I have to think about my career, now. I’m sorry, but—’


‘Imogen, I got fired.’


‘Martin, we’re going to have to split, babes.’


We stare at each other. ‘You got fired?’ she says, in a tone of voice that suggests she has made precisely the right de­cision.


‘You’re dumping me?’ The broken-winged bird that represents my dreams looks up from the gutter to find a stray moggy licking its lips.


‘Don’t see it as me dumping you,’ she says, looking back at her phone. ‘See it as … growth. As a conscious un­coupling.’ She looks up and gives me a broad, white smile. ‘Think of it as an opportunity.’


‘But all the good times we’ve had …’ I say desperately. Mainly I’m thinking of the three-star hotel break in Coventry which, now I remember it properly, consisted of perfunctory sex punctuated by me taking photos of Imogen in the hotel room, lobby and car park as cars and lorries whizzed past on the M6.


She puts a rather patronising hand on mine. ‘That’s it, babes. Focus on the positives. By the way, I’m going to the Maldives in two weeks. Research trip. Des is going to introduce me to some contacts out there.’


‘You’re going to the Maldives with Des,’ I say numbly. I think about making love with Imogen in Coventry. I had a sneaking suspicion she was looking at her phone behind my head as I whispered in her ear that I loved her.


Imogen’s phone buzzes and she checks her messages. ‘Babes, I really need to go. Got a forward planning meeting with Des at two.’


Planning meeting. Right. She stands up and gives me a chaste kiss on my cheek, then smiles. ‘Take care, Martin. Be happy for me. And I’m sure something will turn up for you. Hey, maybe you could finally write that book, eh?’ I watch her walk away into the crowds thronging the sunlit streets of the Northern Quarter. Lost my job. Lost my girl. I feel like I’m living in a crap country and western song. I wonder if I should ask Mrs Carruthers what’s going to happen next.


I pay the bill and wander off, not really knowing where I’m going or what I’m going to do. I just walk, my feet leading me south through the city as I brood. I’m so lost in thought that I almost don’t see the small, chanting crowd that’s blocking the pavement outside the crown court on Minshull Street. They’re waving placards, something about pollution in the river. I smile inwardly. Protests about the environment. I’d go on them when I was at university. And thinking about that makes me think about—


A figure appears on the periphery of my vision, and when I blink, it – she – is lost amid the chanting protesters. It looked like … surely not … after so long …


Then my phone vibrates in my pocket. My heart sinks at the number on my screen.


‘Hello?’ I say cautiously.


‘Mr Burney? This is Liz, from Pennant Gardens. We need you to get to Manchester Royal Infirmary as soon as pos­s­ible. It’s urgent, Mr Burney.’
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Gayle


17 June


‘Happy birthday, Gayle,’ says Sam, shoving a folder into my hands as I walk up the steps into the crown court lobby.


I look down at what she’s handed me, a manila file spilling out documents. ‘It’s usually tradition to give a card …?’ I look over my shoulder, frowning, through the doors at the chanting protesters. I could have sworn just before I came in I saw …


‘Last minute submission from Irwell Paints. The office just sent me over with the printouts.’


‘Last minute is right,’ I say, leafing through the documents. ‘The court is never going to accept this. They’re considering their judgement.’


‘They’ve already accepted it,’ says Sam, wrapping a ­bobble around her ponytail. ‘It includes a deposition in support of the company’s activities from the local councillor, who apparently is a member of the same golf club as the presiding judge.’


‘Great.’ I open my bag and shove the folder inside. There isn’t time to read it, but I can guess what it says. Irwell Paints is a long-standing company which provides employment for a large number of local people and any infractions of environmental regulations are purely accidental, while any financial penalties imposed on the company could prove puni­tive, as well as lowering the company’s standing in a highly competitive market. I’ve heard it all before. But someone has to take a stand, and that’s what these people outside are doing. And why my company, EnviroMonitor, is representing them.


A bell rings and the court ushers start to allow the pro­testers inside to sit in the public gallery. Sam says, ‘Looks like you’re on. Good luck.’


The judge is exactly the sort of man you would expect to sit in the golf club bar having a brandy with the local councillor, and probably the boss of Irwell Paints as well. I’ve put a good case and couldn’t have done it better, but I’m not hopeful.


‘In the case of Irwell Paints v. EnviroMonitor, representing the action brought by the residents of the area around the company’s main headquarters, a judgement has been reached.’ The judge peers over his half-moon spectacles. ‘Would Mr Simon Smythe, representing Irwell Paints, and Miss Gayle Reiss, for EnviroMonitor, please stand up.’


While we do, the judge considers his notes, then clears his throat again. ‘We accept that Irwell Paints is a venerable company that has operated in this area for more than one hundred and fifty years, and is a major employer of local people.


‘Situated on the river that bears the company name, it is true that this factory has, over the past few decades, seen a huge growth in residential properties around it. And many people who buy property in this now highly desirable area would prefer that the industrial activities associated with the factory would not take place at all.’


Here it comes.


‘Irwell Paints was on this site for a long time before the area grew into the busy, thriving suburb it is today. And there is an argument that anyone buying a property here should accept that.’


I can feel Simon Smythe positively glowing beside me. I wonder if he drinks at the golf club, too.


‘That said,’ continues the judge, ‘Miss Reiss, for Enviro­Monitor, put forward a very clear case that the company must be held accountable for the various infractions of environ­mental regulations that has seen the company release proscribed chemicals into the waterways.’ The judge takes off his glasses and looks directly at Smythe. ‘I must say, I am inclined to agree. No one wishes to stand in the way of progress and business, but that progress must be with a clear conscience, that business must be conducted in accordance with the rigorous adherence to protecting the environment.’


I risk a glance sideways at Smythe. He’s tugging his collar and his smile is faltering a little. The judge says, ‘For that reason, I am minded to find in favour of the complainants. There shall be a financial penalty for each of the unregulated chemical releases, with an order that Irwell Paints gives a full account of the measures it intends to take to stop this happening again in the future.’ The judge puts on his glasses and stands up. ‘Thank you.’


There’s a heartbeat and then the public gallery erupts into cheers and whistles. Smythe gives my hand a perfunctory shake and heads straight off to lodge his appeal. I glance over at Sam, who gives me a double thumbs up. We won.


It takes me the best part of an hour to get out of court, running the gauntlet of the jubilant protestors, every single one of whom wants to shake my hand and pat me on the shoulder. I can’t help feeling good. I might not be saving the world like I thought I would be back in university, but I’m doing my bit.


I’m walking back to the EnviroMonitor offices when my phone rings. It’s Donna.


‘Did you win?’


‘Actually, I did.’


‘Knew you would. What are you doing now?’


‘Heading back to the office.’


‘And later?’


‘Later I’m going to go to my flat, get my pyjamas on, order a takeaway, drink a gallon of tea and binge-watch something on—’


‘Bollocks to that,’ says Donna cheerfully. ‘It’s Friday night. It’s your thirtieth birthday. We’re going out out. We’re going to drink cocktails till we puke.’


‘Donna, I’ve got to be at my mum and dad’s for Sunday lunch tomorrow.’


There’s a pause. ‘Tomorrow’s Saturday.’


‘I know, but they’re busy on Sunday. So I have to go tomorrow. And it’s my birthday so Mum’s doing a roast.’


‘You’re far too accommodating, you know.’


‘Which is why I want a bit of me-time tonight.’


‘Like I said,’ says Donna. ‘Bollocks to that. I’ll see you at eight.’
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Martin


Mum is hooked up to machines and monitors, looking all wizened and tiny like a grotesque doll.


She’s had a massive stroke. She’s asleep and all the left side of her face is drooping, as though she sat too close to the fire. Liz from the care home met me at the hospital and warned me that things were not good. Mum is not expected to recover. She’s only sixty.


She went into Pennant Gardens three years ago, when it became apparent that her moments of forgetfulness and disorientation weren’t just middle-aged brain fog. She’d barely come out of the menopause when she slid into early onset dementia. I remember sitting in the doctor’s office, talking about how her condition was deteriorating rapidly and it was not going to be long before she could not live on her own. He’d looked at me and asked if I was prepared to be responsible for my mother’s care.


It sounded like one of those damned if you do, damned if you don’t questions. If I said yes, then I would have to move back into the rented house on the edge of Prestwich and … what? Cook her meals? Get her to bed? Wipe her arse? If I said no, then did that make me the worst son on the planet? In the entire universe?


Fortunately, there was another option. Thanks to my dad paying into his merchant navy pension there was Pennant Gardens, a care home for sailors and their families. In return for giving up her widow’s pension, Mum was able to move into Pennant Gardens’ dementia wing. It was a lovely place, the staff were fabulous, she had all the care and company she needed. And I was off the hook, and free to carry on living my dissolute, aimless life. If she needed her arse wiping, I didn’t have to worry about that.


Now it looked like nobody would have to worry about that ever again. According to Liz, Mum had been sitting in the day room watching Loose Women when she’d just slid off the chair. They knew what was happening and had got her to hospital straight away. I’d spoken briefly to a doctor before they let me in to see Mum. They weren’t even sure she’d regain consciousness, but advised me to talk to her anyway, because she might be able to hear me.


I have no idea what to say.


The last time I’d gone to visit Mum she had no idea who I was. She thought I’d come to fix the central heating. The time before that she thought I was her brother Albert, who’d died in the Falklands War.


‘So!’ I say with forced jollity. ‘Got yourself in a bit of a pickle here, Mum.’


She lies there, pale and unmoving, the machines beeping and humming. There’s a monitor with a line on it exactly like you see on the telly, peaking and troughing in a jagged trajectory, accompanied by a high-pitched pip-pip-pip. She’s alive, for now.


‘I suppose I was always a bit of a disappointment to you.’ Her nose twitches, like a rabbit’s, as though to say A bit? A bit of a disappointment? And she’d be right. In the nine years since I left university I’ve done … well, precisely nothing. Oh, I’ve always worked, to some degree, always made just enough to survive. And to be honest, not many lads from my school actually went to university, so I suppose that must have made her a bit proud. But I never did anything with my degree. Came away from three years at university with a scroll of paper and … my breath catches briefly in my throat as I think of something, of someone, I haven’t thought about for a long time. A scroll of paper, and a broken heart. With a start I remember walking past the court earlier, and thinking I’d seen … but no. Surely she’s not even in Manchester anymore. And then something else occurs to me. It’s the seventeenth of June. Her birthday.


I try to push the memory away, concentrating on Mum. But I can’t help wondering, how things could have been different, how my life might have taken a different route, if I hadn’t screwed things up back then. Maybe I’d have actually made Mum proud.


I put her tiny, bony hand in mine. She feels cold and I panic, looking wildly at the monitors, which are still showing the steady, jagged line, and at her chest, rising almost imperceptibly beneath the thin sheet.


Then I feel the slightest pressure from her bony fingers. Her eyelids are flickering, but they don’t open. Her dry, chapped lips start to work, and I hear the faintest whisper, like a soft breeze.


‘Mum?’ I say. Should I be getting a doctor or one of the nurses? ‘Mum? It’s me. Martin.’


‘I should have …’ she slurs, the left side of her mouth drooping. I lean in closer, holding my breath to try to catch her words. ‘I should have told your dad, don’t go to sea. I should have known I’d lose him. But it was in his blood. It was the making of him.’


‘Mum.’ I stand up, leaning over her. ‘Are you feeling better? Should I get someone?’


She shakes her head, a tiny movement I almost miss. ‘I’m going. I’ll see your dad. Just let me go in peace.’


I can’t see her properly because tears are blurring my eyes. I hold her cold hand tightly. ‘Don’t go, Mum.’


Then her eyes do flicker open, shining brightly. Or may­be it’s just my tear-clouded vision that makes it look so. She gives me a droopy smile. ‘You’re right. You are a bloody disappointment. But it’s not too late.’


Then the light in her eyes goes out.


I can’t remember whether I shout or press a button or go and get someone, but suddenly the room is full of ­people and I’m being gently but firmly pushed to one side and every­one is surrounding the bed so I can’t see Mum anymore, I can just see the monitor with the line that is no longer jagged but flat, as flat as the horizon on a millpond-calm sea, and accompanied by a single, unbroken note, like the mournful voice of a foghorn.


‘To lose either a mother, a girlfriend or a job would be considered unfortunate,’ says Mrs Carruthers, pouring me a huge brandy. ‘To lose all three on the same day is … sheer idiocy.’


‘None of it was really my fault,’ I protest weakly, sitting in the big, moth-eaten easy chair in her flat.


Mrs Carruthers is sitting at her table in the window, expertly rolling a fat joint. She seals up her bag of weed and lights the joint with a silver lighter. Between puffs she says, ‘This Zippo was given to me by an American GI in the war. For services rendered.’


That would surely make her at least … ninety years old. Maybe she is. Who knows. After the day I’ve had, whether Mrs Carruthers is telling the truth or not is way down my list of priorities. I swirl the brandy around in the big balloon glass, because that seems to be the done thing, then knock it back. It’s my third one. I am a bit drunk.


Suddenly, Mrs Carruthers is looming in front of me, holding the joint upright. ‘Take the edge off,’ she says, exhaling a cloud of white smoke.


At the hospital, Liz from Pennant Gardens, as if sensing my confusion and distress – or, perhaps, having gleaned from my previous visits to the home that I am a useless sod – said that she would take charge of the red tape my mum’s death would generate, and start the ball rolling with regard to the funeral, and would call me in a couple of days. She probably imagines me sitting at home, upset, numb, crying. She probably does not picture me sitting in the flat of an ­elderly fantasist smoking a joint with a kick like a mule. Mrs Carruthers begins, apropos of nothing, to regale me with a story about a carnal encounter with Keith Richards in the back of a bread van in Bolton.


At some point, Mrs Carruthers packs me back across the hall to my own flat, pressing on me a brace of one-litre Coke bottles filled with wine she has made herself from, she says, motherwort and hawthorn. ‘Good for heartbreak,’ she says. She ruffles my hair fondly. ‘Things will look better in the morning.’


‘Will they?’ I say, standing on the threadbare carpet between our apartments, the strip-light buzzing and flickering.


She considers the question. ‘Actually, no, not if you drink all that vino. But you’ll feel so awful you’ll probably not care about your troubles. Be well, dear heart. You’re an idiot, but I’m very fond of you.’


Back at the flat I realise I haven’t eaten since Mrs Car­ruthers cooked me breakfast, so I order in a massive doner and side of chips. When the food comes I try to watch a movie but I can’t seem to concentrate. My thoughts feel like a parade of unconnected images that morph into scenes involving Mum, Imogen, and work. I don’t know if that is the wine, the strong marijuana or the various levels of grief and pissed-off-ness the day has generated. I probably should try to get some sleep, I think, as I open the second Coke bottle. I really need to speak to someone.


I scroll through my phone, squinting with one eye. I don’t really know anyone. Anyone who would care. Everyone I know from university, every friend I picked up in my twenties, has moved forward. They have careers and families and houses in the suburbs or the countryside. Everyone has the sort of life that someone just turned thirty should have. Everyone except me. For almost ten years I’ve stood still, as though waiting for something to happen. And now everything has happened, on the same day, and none of it is any good.


I really want to talk to Imogen.


I try her number three times and it goes to her answerphone every time. I open her Instagram and see she’s posted a series of pictures in the last ten minutes. She’s at the opening of a new city centre bar. She’s wearing a small, tight white dress, her arms and legs shining with fake tan. She’s laughing, drinking cocktails. She looks disgustingly happy. There’s a figure beside or behind her in many of the shots. In one picture she’s laughing as he whispers something into her ear. He looks to be in his forties, with a chiselled jaw and short, dark hair, dressed in an expensive-looking blue suit. This must be Des, then. After each picture there’s a string of hashtags ending #LivingMyBestLife. My thumb hovers over her number again, then I switch off my phone. What’s the point? She’s living her best life.


I’m drunk, and stoned, and sad, and annoyed. I should just go to bed. As I clumsily brush my teeth I think about Dad, which I don’t do very often. Mainly because he died when I was four, and I don’t really remember him other than as a big, vague, blurry, irregular presence. My memories of him are inherited, stories from Mum, photos, yellowing cuttings Mum kept in a scrapbook, about the incident and the inquiry and the court case.


Finally, I feel some kind of connection to him, some proper kinship. We have something in common, at last, other than blood and borrowed memories.


We’re both lost at sea.


I lie in bed, staring into the darkness, then switch on the bedside lamp. The Maritime Gazette is on the floor in the tangle of my jeans. Guaranteed to bore me to sleep. I lie back and flick through its pages, reading about GPS buoy systems and shipping lanes and European regulations. My eyes start to droop as I turn the last pages, to the situations vacant ads.


There’s one with a big red ink ring around it, evidently scrawled by Harry. I blink, and sit up in bed, folding the magazine over to study the page. It’s a short, unremarkable ad in the bottom left corner. Barely any details. Just an address, a closing date, and the heading.


WANTED: LIGHTHOUSE KEEPER
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Gayle


The problem with turning thirty is that everyone sees this as some kind of green light to marry you off.


‘I was twenty-two when I had you,’ says my mother. ‘Just think on.’


‘Which meant you spent your twenties knee-deep in nappies, doing the school run, and trying to forget you could have had a career,’ I say back, pulling faces at the phone.


‘And how did you spend your twenties?’ says my mother. She doesn’t wait for me to reply, which is a good job, because there are things about my twenties I really wouldn’t want her to know. She goes on, ‘Working, partying and having relationships with unsuitable men.’


I want to retort, You say that like it’s a bad thing, but I bite my tongue. She doesn’t draw breath anyway, ploughing on, ‘Say you met someone today. And say you decided to settle down and give it a go. So it’ll still be a couple of years before you get pregnant. And let’s not even talk about the biological clock.’


No, let’s not, I think, looking at the actual clock on the wall of my flat, wondering how long she’s going to bang on.


A bit longer, it seems. ‘So you’ll be, what, thirty-three, thirty-four before you have a baby? And when your little baby is thirty, like mine is, you’ll be sixty-four.’


‘Gosh,’ I say. ‘Sixty-four. Stop all the clocks.’


My mother sighs loudly. ‘Your grandma was only sixty-­five when she died. Just think on.’


‘Is there anything else you’d like to talk about?’


‘No,’ says my mother. ‘I just called to wish you a happy birthday. Are you still coming round for lunch tomorrow?’


‘I’ll be there at one,’ I say. ‘Love you.’


‘Love you, too,’ says my mother. ‘Oh, I forgot to tell you. Your dad has booked a test-drive for a sports car. And he’s bought some new trainers. Do you think he might be having an affair?’


‘Do you?’


We both pause, then laugh together, cackling like a pair of witches. ‘See you tomorrow, Mum.’


‘Your mum is right,’ says Donna, putting another – my third? – porn star martini in front of me. She picks up the little shot glass of Prosecco. ‘Did we decide whether we do these before or after?’


‘Right about what? That I should get married and start popping babies out?’ I say, necking the Prosecco. ‘Before. I think.’


Donna is my best friend. Well, going off the fact that there are just two of us celebrating my momentous thirtieth birth­day, my only friend. Which is a bit unfair. I do have plenty of friends, it’s just that some of them are indeed married with children, and some of them live a long way from Manchester, and to be honest I didn’t really want a fuss. I mean, is it that big a deal, really?


‘No,’ says Donna, slamming her shot glass upside down on the table. ‘Well, not unless you want to. I was more referring to her rather astute observation about your string of unsuitable men.’


‘You think all men are unsuitable.’


Donna considers her drink. ‘This is true. I did try to sleep with a man once. It was awful. But you, for some reason, seem set upon continuing this course of action. There is a world of predominantly straight men out there, and yet you have failed to find one who isn’t an utter twat.’


‘That’s a bit strong,’ I say, without much conviction.


‘Look around,’ she says. We are in a bar in the Northern Quarter on a Friday night. It’s packed. More than half of the clientele are men. Some of them very nice looking. As if reading my mind, Donna says, ‘If you threw that empty shot glass into the crowd you’d be guaranteed to hit the biggest twat in the room. And then embark on a six-month relationship with him while he treated you like crap.’


‘That’s … a little unfair,’ I say, though I know I’m on a hiding to nothing.


Donna waves at the waiter for more drinks, a look of glee on her face. ‘Shall we examine the evidence?’


‘I’m the lawyer,’ I say, but I know there’s no stopping Donna now. She brushes her blue-dyed hair off her face and starts to count off on her fingers.


‘Zac. He of the chiselled jaw and broad shoulders. And wife and two young daughters in York which it, rather incredibly, took you three months to find out about.’


‘He told me he had to go back there during the week to look after his sick gran. And it wasn’t my fault he was a pathological liar, and a good one at that.’ Donna taps her second finger. ‘Trevor. Aside from the fact you decided to go out with a bloke called Trevor … you chose one who was embezzling from his employer and ended up in jail.’


I’ve stopped protesting. Donna is right. They were twats. All of them. But she’s not finished yet.


‘Chris. Who only got with you so he could get close to She-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named.’


Otherwise known as Sara, once one of my closest friends. Now Chris’s wife somewhere in the Pennine countryside, where they have a small-holding which, from what I’ve seen on Instagram, he stalks around wearing a flat cap and braces. I hope they both get swine flu.


‘Jamie,’ says Donna, and waggles her little pinky at me.


‘That wasn’t why we broke up,’ I say.


She shrugs. ‘Rupert. Who had three other girls on the go at the same time.’


‘Twat,’ I agree.


‘Timothy. Who liked to wear your knickers and bra while you were out and had a rather large online following under the name of Little Mister Panty-Boy.’


‘He’s working through his issues,’ I say, holding up my hands in surrender. ‘Enough, Donna. Please. I get the picture.’


She sits back in her chair. ‘In fact, the only guy who was ever any good for you was—’


The waiter interrupts her with a clearing of his throat, and places another porn star martini in front of each of us. He also puts a bottle of what looks like eye-wateringly expensive champagne, with two flutes, on the table.


‘I didn’t order that,’ says Donna, squinting at the label. ‘And I’m definitely not paying for it.’


The waiter leans in conspiratorially. ‘It’s been sent over by a gentleman. Behind me, to my left. About four tables back. White shirt. Jeans. Dark hair, nice bit of grey at his temples. Verrrry hot.’


Donna is craning her neck to look at him. ‘Mmmm, you’re right. I wonder if he has a sister.’


The waiter straightens up. ‘This is all a bit eighties romcom for my tastes, but it must work for him. And that is a very expensive bottle of fizz. Would you like me to open it for you?’


‘Hell, yes,’ says Donna. She looks pointedly at me.


‘What?’ I say.


‘Well, he’s not sent it over for me, has he?’


I risk a glance towards the table. The waiter is right. He is very hot. He sees me looking and lifts a glass filled with amber liquid. He raises an eyebrow.
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