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“We are like islands in the sea,


separate on the surface but connected in the deep.”


WILLIAM JAMES












The story of Norman, Ethel and Flo









NORMAN









1.


They weren’t funerals, they were leaving dos, that’s how Norman liked to think of them. Though, like any social occasion, some gatherings were better than others. A lovely person might have a dreary send-off, while someone at the other end of the spectrum – a bit of a knob, if you will – could leave this world on a high simply because there was chorizo in the potato salad.


Today’s dearly departed had been a sweet old thing, though you’d never know it from the state of the finger food. Much like the people in the room, the sandwiches were visibly stale; bread dry to the touch, surrendering to gravity as if resistance was futile.


Norman had just started another egg sandwich when he spotted Sally, an elderly neighbour from across the street, her frizzed mass of curls bouncing in his direction.


‘Gertie deserved better,’ she said, shaking her head at Norman’s sandwich. ‘The least her family could have done was get some decent cakes. Gertie was very partial to a Victoria sponge.’


Another acquaintance, Ernie, approached on his mobility scooter, a four-wheeled Moses, people parting for him as he slowly advanced across the room with a sausage roll in hand.


‘I give this funeral a six out of ten,’ he shouted, still some way off. He didn’t notice how some of the other guests looked aghast, but that had always been the thing about Ernie, he never noticed anything. When it came to the art of conversation, you could say he was a sort of human blowhole, everything just blasting out at once, salty and a shock to the senses.


Sally glanced at her watch, her manner prim and proper as always. ‘I should get a move on,’ she said. ‘But I trust I’ll be seeing both of you tomorrow. My place, three sharp.’


Ernie spoke through a mouthful of sausage roll. ‘So we’re still having the meeting as usual?’


‘Of course,’ she replied, looking affronted by the question. ‘Gertie would want us to. Not to mention, it’ll be a chance to give her a proper send-off.’


Norman watched her leave, striding away with the certainty of someone who considered herself to be a pillar of the community. He was about to take another bite of his sandwich when he realised Ernie was staring at him, flakes of pastry scattered down his shirtfront.


‘Can I be honest with you?’ said Ernie. Given that his honesty was often a concussive experience, Norman braced himself for what might follow. ‘I worry about you.’


‘I’m fine,’ replied Norman, his voice nevertheless rising an octave.


Ernie shook his head, as if he alone could see the truth of the situation. ‘Now that Betty’s been gone a while, may she rest in peace, you’re looking, how should I say? Old. Like fruit withered on the vine.’


‘I’m eighty-six,’ he replied, the uneaten remains of his sandwich beginning to droop between his fingers.


‘Same as that bloke a while back,’ said Ernie. ‘The one that got hacked to pieces.’


Norman gasped. ‘I didn’t hear about that.’


‘A bunch of kids it was. They gutted him like a fish.’ Lest there be any doubt, he demonstrated the movement in a stabbing, twisting motion. ‘And it wasn’t even to rob the bloke, that’s the worst thing. It was just for sport.’


‘But I couldn’t have missed news like that,’ said Norman. ‘People would have been talking about it.’


‘It’s probably sub-conscious,’ replied Ernie, nodding at his own wisdom. ‘You blocked it out because you know it could happen to you. I mean, if it wasn’t for Sally keeping an eye on you, the police might not find your body for weeks, even months. You could be half eaten by flies before anyone realised.’


In retrospect, Florence regretted wearing a hoodie. Clacton was much colder than she’d expected, far chillier than a September day had the right to be. She wasn’t sitting on Norman’s doorstep so much as huddled there, her face hidden from view as he pulled up in his car. The thought that this might be alarming to an elderly person – to find a hooded stranger camped in front of their door – only occurred to her after she realised Norman hadn’t got out. That, instead, he was sat staring at her, the engine still running.


Granted, they’d both changed in the twelve years since they’d last seen each other. In the same way that he wasn’t the grandfather she remembered – a ten-foot giant who used to scoop her up like a rag doll – it probably went without saying that there wasn’t much left of that young girl either, but still Florence had assumed there’d be some recognition.


The look on Norman’s face said otherwise.


Deciding there was no point in waiting this out – that, from an environmental perspective alone, it would be better to talk to him so that he’d at least turn his engine off – Florence got up and approached the car.


Norman inched down his window as she got closer, not enough to get a hand through, but sufficient for some other form of attack, as though the possibility of being sprayed with acid was just the price he had to pay for being polite.


‘Hey, Granddad.’


Norman’s mouth fell open and for a few seconds it seemed that he’d lost the power of speech.


‘Florence?’ he said, his attention focused on her pierced eyebrow and grey-dyed hair. He opened his door, his movements slower and stiffer than Florence had expected. ‘For the life of me, I didn’t recognise you.’


‘Yeah, I got that feeling. I hope I didn’t, like, freak you out.’


‘Don’t be silly,’ he said, nothing in his tone to suggest that he’d just been cowering in a locked vehicle.


‘I was thinking we could, you know, hang out together.’ She saw him glance at her bags, so full they were straining at the seams. ‘Maybe for a while.’


He smiled, trying to make it seem like it was the most natural thing in the world that a granddaughter he hadn’t seen in twelve years had just turned up out of the blue.


‘That sounds lovely,’ he said. ‘How about we get you inside and make a nice cup of tea?’
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Even once she was indoors, Florence remained bundled up, hunched at the kitchen table while Norman busied himself making tea.


‘So how are you?’ he said. ‘Were you outside long?’


‘Not really. But then I started thinking maybe you’d gone away or something. I don’t have your number on my phone.’


‘But your mother has it.’


‘Yeah,’ she replied, making the word sound like teenage code for all the things she wasn’t ready or willing to say. ‘The whole trip was kind of, you know, spontaneous. Mum thinks I’m at uni.’


‘Then surely she’ll worry?’


Florence frowned. ‘If there’s a problem, she’ll call. And I’m wherever my phone is. The geography doesn’t matter.’


‘But you’re not at university.’


She looked at him differently, as though worried about his mental faculties. ‘No,’ she said, more slowly. ‘I’m here.’


As she stopped speaking, Norman found his eyes drawn back to her hair, a grey so reminiscent of battleships, the overriding impression was of war and conquest.


Trying not to stare, he got on with making tea while Florence peered at a crossword on the table, not unfinished so much as un-started.


‘Is it a difficult one today?’ she said.


‘Oh, it’s always difficult. I’d like to say it’s my age, but you could have put it in front of me sixty years ago and I still would have struggled. I’m sure your Uncle Gerry could do it with his eyes closed; he got all the smarts in the family. You’re welcome to have a go at it.’


‘Crosswords aren’t really my thing.’


‘No?’ he replied. ‘So, what is?’


‘I guess you could call me a nerd. Maths, science, stuff like that.’


‘Your grandmother would have approved. She was always dipping into the encyclopedia, wanting to learn something new.’ He handed Florence a steaming mug of tea. She took it in hands still covered by the stretched arms of her black hoodie, holding the drink close, absorbing its warmth. ‘I wish Betty was still here. She would have loved to see how you’ve grown.’


Florence looked away. ‘I’m sorry we couldn’t make it to the funeral,’ she said.


‘Well, your mother was sick. There was nothing to be done about it, was there? I’m just glad she had you to look after her. Are things all right now?’


‘Yeah …’ she replied, the word sounding even more vague than before. ‘She’s fine.’


Norman waited for her to say more, but the silence hung heavy. Unsure what to say – but certain that this wasn’t the right moment to comment on the weather or the latest episode of The Archers – Norman sipped his tea while waiting for it to pass.


Sure enough, Florence eventually began to relax, swapping her frozen huddle for a more comfortable position. As her hands came into view, the first thing Norman noticed was her rings: chunky silver skulls, piled up across both knuckles like a metallic deformity. Then the entire hoodie came off, yanked away as tomboyishly as the garment itself, to reveal yet more layers of black beneath – so much black, anyone would think she was the one who’d just been to a funeral.


‘That’s interesting jewellery,’ said Norman, trying to make conversation.


‘Thanks,’ she replied.


‘Do they not get in the way?’


She glanced down at her fingers. ‘In the way of what?’


‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Life.’ Her puzzled expression suggested not. ‘I still remember the last time you were here. You had this lovely pink dress.’ He smiled at the memory, hopeful that it might prompt something in Florence, but she remained impossible to read. ‘It’s funny how much we change over the years, isn’t it? Though I daresay I’ve changed a bit as well.’


And, as their eyes met, he realised that Ernie was right: he had withered on the vine.


Florence wouldn’t have said it, of course – ‘Yeah, you’re looking old. Really, really old’ – but there were limits to how much control she had over the rest of her physiology. Which was unfortunate, because Norman now sat there with a dejected air. It was the same thing she’d seen in her mother in recent years, like there was some point in midlife when your age went from something you are to something you have – an aggressive python, say, or an especially venomous spider – and your remaining decades were spent either struggling to put it back in its cage or living on the run.


‘I should go unpack,’ she said, thinking that some alone time might be a useful reset for both of them.


‘I’ll sort out the bedding for you. And let me give you a hand with your bags.’


‘No,’ she replied, a little too quickly. ‘I’m fine, really.’


‘But they look heavy,’ said Norman.


Exactly was the correct response, but this, too, felt like a trap. The Norman of her childhood memories could have tossed both bags up the stairs with one hand behind his back, but it seemed probable that this Norman would die in the attempt.


‘Let’s just say I like a challenge,’ she said. ‘You know, girl power, that sort of thing.’


‘Well, if you’re sure.’


Leaving him in the kitchen, Florence dragged her bags upstairs, rising thud, thud, thud, one rung at a time, each step taking her further from the secrets she’d left behind.


It was an odd sensation to be back in this house after so many years. Like Norman, it was smaller than she remembered, yet other details were just the same as twelve years earlier; such a profound sense of time having stood still, it was easy to believe the pig-tailed seven-year-old she’d once been was about to jump out from some hiding place. Even Betty felt present, the scent of her cigarettes so ingrained into the fabric of the building it was plausible that she’d be joining them at any second, cooing over Florence, her face unexpectedly stubbly, every kiss an exfoliation.


As she dragged her bags into the bedroom, the first thing she noticed was the lace doilies, one on almost every surface, akin to a heavy frost – a fitting reflection of the temperature in the room. She wouldn’t have chosen the doilies for herself, but the more she considered them, the more they felt appropriate. She’d always thought it likely, after all, that she’d been born a middle-aged woman trapped in the body of a baby. This at least would account for her teenage years, which had had a distinctly menopausal quality: not a sense that she was growing into something, but rather withering away; on the outside a young woman, but on the inside a joyless old crone.


She went out to the landing and shouted downstairs. ‘Granddad.’ Then, unaccustomed to the response time of the average eighty-six-year-old, called again. ‘Granddad.’


‘Is everything all right?’ he said, shuffling into view at the bottom of the stairs.


‘It’s pretty cold up here. Can I turn the heating on?’


‘I’ll bring you some blankets in a jiffy.’


‘It’s not the bed,’ she replied, ‘it’s the room.’


‘Would another cup of tea help?’


‘I was thinking we could just turn the heating on.’


Norman looked confused. ‘It’s much healthier to sleep in a cold room.’


‘Yeah, it’s not sleeping I’m worried about. It’s staying alive between now and then.’


This teenage desire for comfort seemed to be new territory for Norman. ‘I daresay the radiator works just fine,’ he said, sounding more speculative than Florence would have liked. ‘If you just turn the knob a bit, I’m sure it will come on sooner or later.’


Returning to the room, Florence did as instructed, but like Norman the mechanism had calcified and stiffened with age. Spurred on by mental images of sleeping in a woolly hat and gloves, she persisted, tugging first this way and then that. Yet when it finally came loose, the pleasure she found in turning it gave way to the disappointment that nothing was happening: no reassuring hum or satisfying hiss, just a cold silence.


Since Norman’s likely response would be a blanket, or a cup of tea, or a cup of tea under a blanket, Florence got on with unpacking, deciding that warmth, like so much else in her life, would have to remain a work in progress. Far more pressing was trying to understand why she was there at all, something she couldn’t explain to Norman because she still couldn’t explain it to herself; still couldn’t decide if she’d come in search of comfort – to a distant memory of a man, a vague notion of belonging – or whether the whole trip was more of a post-mortem, literally going back to the family’s source in an effort to understand where everything had gone wrong.



Six years earlier


2016


Faced with the prospect of turning eighty in a few weeks’ time, Norman couldn’t decide which was more surprising: that there was no one he wanted to invite to his birthday party, or that he didn’t care. Undeterred, Betty tried to sell the idea to him with enthusiastic talk of balloons and finger food and a gathering of acquaintances from across the decades. And yet the more Norman pictured the scene, the less excited he felt.


‘There must be some people you’ve liked over the years,’ she said, the two of them discussing it over a breakfast of tea and toast.


‘Of course,’ he replied. ‘But that’s the thing about turning eighty, isn’t it? Lots of them are dead already.’


Betty sighed. ‘I suppose we could just have Sally and some of the other neighbours over.’


‘But that wouldn’t feel very special,’ said Norman. ‘We see those people all the time.’


There was something about the reply that seemed to irritate Betty. She lit a cigarette, a grey cloud forming around her as she glared at him across the table. ‘Just how special would you like your party to be?’


‘I don’t know,’ he said, unnerved by her change of tone. ‘All I really want is a cheese and pineapple hedgehog.’


Betty continued staring at him. ‘I mean the people, Norman. What kind of “special” people would you like to invite?’


He looked away, tried to busy himself with his breakfast: another smear of jam, another sip of tea.


‘There’s no point inviting the kids, is there?’ he said, as he took a bite of toast, still avoiding her gaze. ‘They won’t want to come.’


‘They might if you actually have a party.’


‘No,’ he replied, dismissively. ‘They’re busy with their own lives, aren’t they? A birthday card is more than enough for me.’ He glanced out the window, eager to be away. ‘I should probably get started in the garden before it starts to rain.’


He was still thinking of his birthday as he stepped out into the cool fresh air of the garden. Turning eighty felt important somehow, rather like turning forty all those years before but with one key difference: when he’d turned forty, he’d felt that he was lurching into old age – ludicrous to think now – whereas in turning eighty there was a clear sense that he was running out of time.


He started tending to one of the rose bushes, doting over it with more than the usual care. When he’d bought the plant years earlier, he hadn’t dared tell Betty that the variety was called Ethel – the name that may never be mentioned between them. Over the years, its pale pink flowers and heady fragrance had defined many of their summer days together and yet whenever Betty had asked what it was called, he’d always claimed he couldn’t remember.


He smiled to himself as he trimmed away some withered leaves. If he was lucky, there’d be a flower or two he could pop in a vase for his birthday. In that sense, at least, Ethel would be present for the occasion, which was more than enough for him.


He noticed Betty in the kitchen window, watching him as she washed up their breakfast things. For an instant he felt guilty, but of course Betty suspected nothing. A person need only look at the splendour of Norman’s vegetable patch to understand that the garden was his happy place; why wouldn’t he be smiling to himself while he was out there?
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By the time Norman and Florence had finished breakfast the next morning, Norman was certain of only one thing: Florence had dropped out of university. Although the way she presented herself should have made that obvious from the start – her clothes, her jewellery, her hair – Norman still felt a pang of disappointment to think that she was giving up on her education just like her mother before her. He was still none the wiser as to why she’d come to him, but it was so lovely to see her again after all those years, it surely didn’t matter.


After they’d cleared away the last of the breakfast things, Norman led her out into the back garden, unable to hide his excitement.


‘You could say I’ve saved for the best for last,’ he said, raising his voice over the sound of the wind as they progressed away from the house. ‘I would have shown you yesterday, but I didn’t want you getting cold again.’ He came to a stop beside a dense profusion of greenery, gesturing at it with parental pride. ‘This is my vegetable patch.’ Florence stared at it blankly. ‘Look at those leeks,’ he added. ‘They’re absolute beauties.’


Florence merely nodded.


‘There are cabbages, too,’ he said, hopeful that he might still spark some interest. ‘And some marrows.’


Florence nodded again, more awkwardly this time, and then looked away.


They clearly needed a Plan B.


He glanced up at the sky, dark clouds threatening rain. ‘How about I show you around town? I doubt you remember much from your last visit.’


They left the house soon after, the weather growing greyer by the minute. As they went out to the car, Norman noticed Sally in her living room window, watching them leave, doubtless wondering what he was doing with a teenager who looked like that.


‘Who’s she?’ said Florence, as Norman waved to her.


‘Sally. She’s been living here almost as long as I have. We’re both on the local Neighbourhood Watch committee.’


Florence laughed. ‘She’s definitely watching.’


‘We’re supposed to be looking out for criminals, of course, but Sally’s never been one to limit herself.’ Feeling self-conscious, he waved to her again as they pulled away. ‘We have a meeting at her place this afternoon, just to update everyone on what’s been happening.’


‘And what has been happening?’ said Florence.


Norman hesitated. ‘Well, the meetings are a chance for tea and cake as much as anything.’ The first drops of rain spattered across the windscreen. ‘Oops, there we go. It does tend to rain a lot here. That’s the downside of living by the sea, I’m afraid.’


‘So what’s the upside?’ she replied.


Norman was taken by surprise, never having known anyone to ask a question like that. ‘Well, it’s the seaside, isn’t it? Everyone loves the seaside.’


Florence said nothing, perhaps feeling that their surroundings were response enough: some of the houses were well past their prime; all peeling paint and rust.


She remained like that while Norman tried to think of what to talk about next. They were nearing the town centre when he spoke again. ‘Back in the war, we were on the flight path for German bombers heading into London. There was a fair bit of damage.’


‘And you were like, what, a teenager back then?’


‘I’m not that old! I only remember bits and bobs. There was a plane loaded with mines that crashed into the town. That wiped out lots of houses. And there was the occasional doodlebug, of course.’


‘A doodlewhat?’ she replied.


‘Doodlebugs. Flying bombs from Germany. I can still picture the rubble. It took a fair while to get the place back on its feet.’


Driving at a measured, sedate pace, they passed a boarded-up shop.


‘Is that what it is now?’ she said. ‘On its feet?’


Norman sighed. ‘It used to be such a buzzing place back in the sixties, a real holiday resort. Had you told people back then it would end up like this, they would have thought you mad. It’s a bit like old age, I suppose; it just creeps up on you. You notice the odd thing here and there – a new wrinkle, say, or a few grey hairs – but it doesn’t seem that important, until one day you look in the mirror and realise your whole body is falling apart.’


Florence giggled. ‘I don’t think the local tourist board would be thrilled with your tour.’


‘But there’s no point sugar-coating it, is there? The sparkle’s gone. It’s still a lovely place, but it’s a shadow of what it once was.’ He pointed at a block of flats as they drove past. ‘There used to be a cinema there. Art Deco it was, quite striking.’


‘Was that hit by a doodlething, too?’


‘No, no,’ he replied, sadly. ‘We destroyed that one ourselves.’


The more Florence considered it, the more it felt possible that Norman wasn’t showing her around at all, but rather trying to scare her away: See, this place is awful. Whatever you’re running from, it can’t be worse than this.


On that basis, at least the progression of the morning made sense. After driving at a ceremonial pace past discount stores and tattoo parlours, Norman suggested they have an ice cream on the seafront. It was during a temporary break in the rain, but still the day was cold and grey, a chill wind blowing in from the North Sea.


‘It’s not so bad when you find a bit of shelter,’ he said. ‘And when you think about it, it’s much more practical to eat ice cream on a day like this; there’s no danger of it melting.’ After finding them an appropriate spot, he set about the task at hand, enthusiastically licking his cone of vanilla ice cream. ‘Do you remember any of this from your last visit?’


‘Not really,’ she replied. ‘Mum sometimes talks about the place. I’ve spotted a few of the things she’s mentioned.’


‘I dread to think what she says. She got away as soon as she could.’


‘Yeah, I get that impression.’


The wind tugging at her hair, her clothes, Florence took in the surrounding scene. Further up the beach was a big wheel, stark white against the grey sky. The town’s pier stretched out to sea in front of it, the sound of screams drifting on the wind from its amusement rides.


Norman followed her gaze. ‘I’ve always thought it strange that people pay good money to be scared witless. As if life isn’t frightening enough already.’


Florence pointed to a group of wind turbines far out to sea, their massive blades turning on the horizon. ‘They look great in this light. Very Zen.’


‘But birds don’t like them, apparently.’


‘I’m guessing birds dislike climate change even more,’ she replied.


‘They fly into them, that’s what the papers say. Imagine, flying along, not a care in the world, and then thwack.’


Florence dismissed it with a shrug. ‘Is that really any different to being human?’


‘Well, true,’ he said. ‘I hadn’t really thought of it that way.’ He broke into a smile, and before he knew it she was smiling back. ‘Ah, that’s more like the Florence I remember!’


She blushed even more. ‘Sorry, I have a terminal case of resting bitch face.’


‘Well, that wasn’t the word I had in mind,’ he replied, with a chuckle. ‘As long as you’re okay, that’s all that matters.’


‘I’ve had a lot on my mind, that’s all.’ She watched his reaction to that titbit of information; how he leaned a little closer, expectant for what she might be about to reveal. ‘I was dating someone for a while.’


‘Oh, yes?’ he replied, trying to sound offhand. ‘Who was the lucky man?’


Florence frowned. ‘What makes you think it was a man?’


Norman froze mid-lick, looking much like the ground had just given way. ‘Well, of course, I, er, well, yes …’


‘I mean, it was a guy,’ she added. ‘I just don’t see how it’s helpful to make those assumptions.’


‘Well, that’s a fair point, I hadn’t really thought of it that way. So things didn’t work out with the young man you were seeing?’


‘God, no,’ she scoffed. ‘But it was pretty full-on for a while. I mean, he wanted me to meet his family, and he was constantly going on about wanting to meet mine. And it just made me think, what family? Dad doesn’t even try to get in touch on my birthdays any more. And I hadn’t seen you in years and years.’


Norman looked concerned. ‘The relationship didn’t end because of that, did it?’


‘No, of course not. I dumped him because he was a bell-end. But it’s going to happen again one day, isn’t it? Or at least I hope so. And I want to feel good about it when it does.’ She licked her ice cream, distracted by the thought. ‘As a family, I think we need to acknowledge that we’re not very good at relationships.’


‘Just because your parents’ marriage didn’t work out, it doesn’t mean you can’t be happy with someone.’


‘But it’s not just them, is it?’ she replied. ‘Uncle Gerry and his wife crashed and burned. And then there’s you and Gran.’


Norman stopped eating. ‘What on earth are you talking about?’


‘Hey, don’t shoot the messenger. I’m just repeating what Mum’s said.’


A look of genuine shock set in, Norman shaking his head in such disbelief; even the remains of his ice cream offered no solace. ‘Your mother really said that? I can’t imagine why. Betty and I were very happy together.’


‘Look, maybe I misunderstood her,’ said Florence, the lie having an instant calming effect. ‘Things can get lost in translation, you know how it is.’


Temporarily soothed, Norman returned to his ice cream, but Florence saw him glance at her every now and then, until finally –


‘Has your mum said anything else about me and Betty?’


She took a deep breath, deciding now was not the time for more honesty. ‘I wouldn’t stress over it. It’s probably all a misunderstanding.’
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Even under the best of circumstances, Norman wouldn’t have been in the mood for one of Sally’s committee meetings, but all the more so having just had his marriage called into question. It didn’t help that everything he’d shown Florence so far had elicited the same underwhelmed response – a gnawing sense that it wasn’t just his marriage that she thought had problems, it was also his hometown and all his life choices.


‘I don’t get why you need a crime committee,’ she said, as they crossed the street to Sally’s house. ‘It doesn’t look that bad round here. Or, at least, it doesn’t look dangerous.’


‘But it’s going downhill,’ he replied. ‘One look at people’s flowerbeds should tell you that. I even find beer cans in my front garden sometimes. Empty ones, obviously.’


‘And these people we’re meeting, they’re all old friends?’


Norman hesitated, trying to find the right words. ‘I wouldn’t say we’re friends, exactly. We’re really just the last ones standing. Everyone else from the early days has either moved away or died.’


‘So, the biggest thing you all have in common is being alive?’


‘Well, yes,’ he replied. ‘You could put it like that. There used to be five of us, but Gertie died last week. It was her funeral yesterday.’


They’d barely started up the garden path when Sally opened the front door, watching them approach.


‘I noticed you had company,’ she said, as they got closer. ‘I was going to come over and ask, but then I thought we’d see each other this afternoon.’


Norman beamed. ‘My granddaughter, Florence. She’s visiting for a while.’


‘Little Florence?’ said Sally, sounding genuinely shocked. She ushered them indoors, her gaze lingering on Florence’s clothes, her hair, her pierced eyebrow. ‘You’re not at all the little girl I remember.’ Before Florence could reply, Sally turned back to Norman. ‘And how come you never mentioned this yesterday?’


Norman struggled to think of an appropriate response. ‘Well, it’s a nice surprise, isn’t it?’


Sally picked up on his hesitation, but said nothing. Instead, she hovered in the hallway while they removed their shoes, Norman kicking himself as usual for not checking his socks before putting them on that morning. Sally glanced down at his feet, a yellow toenail poking out from a nest of bobbled wool – something she saw almost every time he visited, and yet each time she managed to look shocked afresh.


‘Horace and Ernie are already here,’ she said, as she ushered them through to the lounge.


‘What’s this I hear about a granddaughter?’ yelled Ernie, as they entered the room.


‘This is Florence,’ replied Norman. ‘She’s my youngest.’


Florence seemed unfazed by the attention, standing there while elderly strangers scrutinised her.


‘And here was me thinking you’d got yourself one of those mail-order brides,’ said Ernie. ‘I was about to ask you how they got her through the letterbox.’ He turned to Florence. ‘I’m just kidding with you. I see the family resemblance. Though that’s not to say you look like a balding geriatric man, of course.’


‘That’s Ernie,’ said Norman to Florence, the words sounding like an apology. ‘He lives around the corner. We used to work together, too, back when I was a lorry driver.’ He gestured at another, much older man in the corner of the room. ‘And that’s Horace.’ Horace offered a subtle nod and a faint grunt as Norman leant closer to Florence, lowering his voice. ‘Horace had a stroke a few years back …’


From behind them, Sally breezed into the room carrying a Victoria sponge on a porcelain cake stand. ‘In honour of Gertie,’ she announced, as she set it down.


‘Thank God she had decent taste in cakes,’ said Ernie, watching excitedly as Sally started plating up. ‘Imagine if her favourite food had been, I don’t know, tripe and sauerkraut flan. We’d all be like “Gertie who?”’


Sally served him first, presumably in the hope that a full mouth would stop him talking. She then handed a plate to Horace, beaming with pleasure as he used his one functioning hand to scoop up a forkful of cake; lifting it, trembling, to his gaping crooked mouth.


‘How is it?’ she said to him, speaking louder and slower than normal.


Horace grunted a response.


‘I’m so pleased,’ she replied. ‘There’s plenty more if you want it.’


Norman still couldn’t decide if Sally really understood Horace’s monosyllabic pronouncements or whether it was just wishful thinking. Judging by the way she spoke to him since his stroke, anyone would think Horace’s communications had taken on the complex tonal quality of Chinese, every sound conveying a wealth of information, but all of it lost on Norman because he wasn’t clever enough to learn the language.


‘Last but not least,’ said Sally, handing a plate to Norman and finally to Florence, her eyes this time settling on Florence’s chunky jewellery, her disapproval plain to see. ‘Are you at university now?’ she asked as Florence started to eat.


Norman jumped in. ‘She’s with me now, that’s all that matters. I’ve been showing her around. Showing her what a lovely town we have.’


Sally responded with a thoughtful nod, as though this, too, had been a revealing response. Retreating to her usual armchair, she put on her glasses – propping them on the bridge of her nose – and began reading from a list. ‘On today’s agendum, we need to discuss how we can take on Gertie’s responsibilities.’


Ernie spoke through a full mouth. ‘She never really did anything.’


‘She was still another pair of eyes,’ replied Sally, in a chiding tone. ‘I was actually thinking you could pass by her street on your scooter from time to time, just to keep us informed.’


‘I suppose I could,’ he said, reluctantly. ‘Though I’m not going any further than her place. People say there’s a bloke a couple of streets over, he’s murdered at least three people. With a chainsaw.’


Sally shook her head. ‘Ernie, I’m sure that’s not true.’


‘That’s easy to say, isn’t it?’ he replied, becoming animated. ‘Easy to say when you’re sitting here in broad daylight with a plate of cake in your hand. But tell me how true it is when you hear that vroom, vroom in the middle of the night and realise he’s cutting through your front door.’ He turned to Horace. ‘Tell me, Horace, would you go poking around that bloke’s place?


Horace grunted.


‘Exactly,’ replied Ernie. ‘I rest my case.’


There was a strained silence in the room, Norman thinking how unfortunate it was he would forevermore associate Victoria sponge with death by chainsaw.


Sally took a deep breath and returned to her list. ‘I had a run-in the other day with the same offender I mentioned at our last meeting. On this occasion, I witnessed him toss something from his car window before driving off. On closer inspection, it was the wrapper of a chocolate wafer bar – generic, not branded. Needless to say, I disposed of it in the proper manner. I also passed details of the car – make and model, et cetera – to the police.’ Seeming to realise that she was still playing second fiddle to Ernie, she spoke in a more dramatic tone. ‘Undoubtedly, the most important task we all have ahead of us in the coming weeks is to be vigilant for slashers.’


Florence gasped. ‘There’s knife crime here?’


‘Absolutely,’ replied Sally, peering over the top of her glasses. ‘It’s a constant and very real threat. If someone were to slash Norman’s leeks now, we’d stand no chance at the annual competition.’


Despite Norman’s garden being a veritable jungle of vegetables, they never appeared to make it into the house. For the second night in a row, their dinner revolved around tinned food: a mechanical process of emptying one metal object into another and then introducing heat.


Since cheese on toast was the pinnacle of her culinary repertoire, there was no point Florence offering to cook, but still she couldn’t shake a sense of complicity. It was one thing to know of someone whose entire dietary intake was canned, who seemingly lived life like a never-ending Arctic expedition circa 1829, but quite another to sit and eat it with them. To participate in the process, as she had tonight, by opening the can of beef stew for Norman, while he spoke about its contents as if it was an old family recipe.


When they were finally sitting down to eat, he watched as she took her first bite.


‘What do you think?’ he said, eyes sparkling with anticipation. ‘It’s nice,’ she replied, impressed not so much by the food itself as by the fact that Norman had been able to survive on it for so long. The label claimed it was a beef and vegetable stew, but it seemed they weren’t actual vegetables so much as early prototypes – before someone had the bright idea of adding taste and texture – only the colour indicating that this lump was a carrot, that lump a potato.


‘It’s my favourite,’ said Norman with a slight blush. ‘I make sure there are always a few tins of it in the cupboard.’ They remained like that, eating in silence, until Norman spoke again. ‘So, have you thought about what you’re going to do with your life?’


‘Wow,’ she replied. ‘It sounds so profound when you say it like that. My life.’


‘But you need to think about it, don’t you? That’s the thing about the years, they slip by whether you’re ready or not. You said you like science. How about being a hairdresser? It’s quite technical, what with all the potions they use. And let’s not forget, it’s a growth business, no pun intended. The whole world could go to pot – icebergs melting, and all those other things you young people worry about – and the thing is, people will still need their hair cut. You don’t even need to be very good at it. I’ve had lots of bad haircuts in my time.’


Florence laughed. ‘I think you’re supposed to tell me I should pursue my education.’


‘Not necessarily,’ he said, placing unnatural emphasis on the words. ‘It’s not the end of the world if you don’t have an education. Look at Bill Gates and Richard Branson. They didn’t worry about bits of paper. They just rolled up their sleeves and got on with it.’


‘They’re not hairdressers.’


‘But I’m sure they could have been if they wanted to,’ he replied. ‘And I dare say they would’ve made a real success of it. Bigger than that Gore Vidal bloke, the one with all the fancy shampoos.’ Florence opened her mouth to correct him, but then let it go. ‘Or you could follow in my footsteps. The world will always need lorry drivers.’


‘It does sound kind of cool,’ she said politely, deciding this wasn’t the right moment to explain self-driving technology. ‘The variety, I mean. Being on the move all the time.’


‘Do you know how to drive?’ he replied.


‘I took some lessons a couple of years ago, but I couldn’t really afford to keep them up. I mean, my instructor was also a total sleazeball, so it wasn’t a hard decision.’


‘Getting my licence was probably the best thing I ever did. Everything came from that: the house, the lot of it. My job took me everywhere, the length and breadth of the country.’


So many opportunities to cheat on Betty, thought Florence.


‘You must have met a lot of people along the way,’ she said, her tone betraying nothing.


Norman looked down at his food. ‘If anything, it was the opposite,’ he said, avoiding eye contact. ‘It was just me and the open road. But I loved it, I really did.’ He paused, a hint of regret in his expression. ‘Though maybe I shouldn’t have loved it as much as that.’


‘Why not?’ replied Florence, fascinated by the change in tone.


Norman seemed to choose his words more carefully than usual. ‘Because it took me away from home so often. I was hardly ever there, it was just Betty and the kids. I was away for days and days at a time.’


‘Was it lonely, living on the road?’


‘Of course,’ he replied, the words sounding well practised rather than sincere. ‘I hated being away.’


And in that instant, it was obvious. He was lying.



Twenty-one years earlier


2001


It was the end of an era, that’s what everyone kept telling Norman.


‘Retirement,’ people would say, unable to hide their envy, as though it was a good thing that he was now deemed too old to be useful any more. ‘You’ll be as free as a lark. Imagine all the things you can do.’


As long as it doesn’t require youthful vitality, Norman would think to himself. Or more money than his modest pension would allow.


If Norman’s greatest wish in life was to spend endless time at home drinking tea and listening to the wireless, then yes, his impending retirement really was a dream come true. But what he couldn’t admit was that in saying goodbye to a life on the road, he was also bidding farewell to Ethel and any chance of spending time with her again.


It really was the end of an era.


On his last day of work, Norman arrived back at the depot to find the inevitable ‘surprise’ party in the forecourt. As he parked his lorry for the final time, he looked out at the assembled faces: colleagues he’d never liked that much; acquaintances who knew almost nothing of his life. And in the middle of them all stood Betty, looking as uncomfortable as Norman already felt.


He took the keys from the ignition, at that moment wanting nothing more than to have it all back; another forty-odd years of driving his lorry across the country; perhaps even a rewinding of the years, so that at the end of it he might be twenty again, his whole life ahead of him.


With a deep sigh, he opened the door and climbed out. His feet hadn’t even touched the ground when Ernie rushed up and fired a party streamer over him: a loud bang of gunpowder followed by multi-coloured paper rain. ‘Norm, you old fart. Happy retirement!’


This prompted applause from everyone else, Norman feeling more and more awkward while he stood there picking confetti from his thinning hair. As the clapping died down, he realised they were waiting for him to say something. After trying to think of the right response, he simply gestured at the crowd, at the balloons dangling from the depot girders, and the large silver and gold banner saying “GOODBYE NORMAN” in glittering capital letters.
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