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Nothing should be out of the reach of hope.


Life is a hope.


Oscar Wilde




1st August 1976


It was the hottest summer for three hundred and fifty years, the driest in more than a century. Newspaper headlines proclaimed the country to be in the grip of a record-breaking heatwave. Under the sun’s unrelenting glare, the tarmac on the M1 soft­ened, and swarms of ruby-red ladybirds took the whole nation by surprise. The Thames receded, revealing shores of dank, fetid mud, embedded with the oil drums and shopping trolleys that usually went unseen below the deep, dark water. The capital’s landmark had become a tributary of its former self, withered, and reduced. The government declared a state of emergency, standpipes rose out of the pavements, and neighbours stood shoulder to shoulder in the streets with plastic buckets to fill. Queues formed and conversations began about the forest fires that had raged for weeks, dehydrated crops, the threat of ­rising food prices, and the government’s suggestion that everyone should bathe with a friend to save water. Nobody knew when it would come to an end. The unforgettable summer of 1976.


At the height of it, Ray Johnson got in his car and drove Lana Winter and her sixteen-year-old daughter, Pearl, all the way from Godalming to Devon. He stopped only once to buy fuel from a service station. In the close confines of the car, they hardly spoke. This was unusual, almost as unusual as the ­situation they found themselves in. The quiet was unnerving. It wasn’t like Ray not to speak, especially. Pearl’s mother had described him as the life and soul of the party when they met, a person other people warmed to instantly. He didn’t have children or a wife of his own, Pearl knew, but treated Lana and herself as if they were exactly that. It had been good to see her mother smile again too after her father had left them so suddenly and moved in with a woman who worked in the launderette. But during the journey from Godalming to Devon Ray spoke only to ask Lana if she would light him another one of his cigarettes. On the back seat, Pearl sat among the swirls of dove-grey smoke and concentrated on counting seconds, and then minutes, anything to avoid thinking about the reason they had to leave Godalming. Instead, she focused on the permanently changing landscape outside as the wide motorways and dusty roads gave way to narrow country lanes and sage-coloured fields. 


As dusk settled, they reached a town where the cottages were washed in pastel shades of pink, blue and yellow. Each was topped with a bristly thatch. A sign read ‘Welcome to Westdown’. Pearl wound down her window and listened to the sound of a jukebox coming from inside a nearby public house, its doors wide open to encourage in a change of air. Outside, there were two hanging ­baskets containing the desiccated remains of flowers. Pearl guessed petunias. All that was left were their tinder-­dry stems trembling in the early evening breeze. Her hair whipped across her face as they drove along the deserted street, so she wound her window back up until it was closed.


Ray pushed his foot on the accelerator pedal and drove out the other side of the town, over a cattle grid and onto an expanse of grassland so vast and impressive Pearl forgot to keep counting seconds. Acres of rugged ground rippled away into the distance under a blazing sunset that burned its indelible stain of vermillion red and gold on the horizon. In places, the land was scorched the colour of butter and, where it rose in peaks, it was ripped through with sharp-looking rocky outcrops. The undulating hills reminded Pearl of small mountains. Good for climbing up and seeing the view from the top. But she knew, sadly, that she never would. Next to the road, black-faced sheep and wild ponies grazed amiably beside one another on the rough grass. Pearl noticed their fur was covered in patches of dry mud and they looked up only briefly as the car passed, as if a speeding vehicle was nothing to be troubled by.


‘Not much further,’ Ray promised. ‘Then we’ll be there.’ Pearl felt relieved. The sooner they reached their new home the better.


He drove on across the moor, taking only one turning off the main road, and after a short distance, pulling up outside a large, stone-built house with a wide front lawn. This had a concrete path running through the centre of it, all the way up to a heavy oak door. Faded blooms of late, lilac wisteria cascaded down one side of the house, and a determined ivy strangled a broken drainpipe on the other. There was a black metal box marked Mail attached to the gate post, and a low, post and rail fence that ringed the boundary.


Ray turned off the car’s engine and Lana got out. ‘There’s nobody else but us,’ she said. Pearl listened for a sound. Save for the flap of unseen wings in the towering oak trees nearby, there was nothing. No distant hum of traffic or dogs barking.


‘I’ll get the suitcases, if you two want to go in,’ Ray said helpfully, already lifting the lid of the boot. ‘Our furniture will arrive tomorrow in the van. Then Highview will feel more like a home.’


It was just a short distance to the door, through the gate and up the path, but it felt as long as a mile. Pearl kept her head down as she made her way along it, concentrating on the small explosions of emerald-green moss bursting out of the cracks in the concrete. Ahead, Lana unlocked the front door and pushed it open. Pearl didn’t stop to think about the terrifying truth of what had happened in Godalming that heatwave summer. To reflect on it, she knew, only served to invite in an unbearable feeling, a fear that threatened to overwhelm her completely and fell her where she stood. 


So, as fast as her legs would carry her, Pearl Winter hurried inside.






PEARL


1st August – 43 Years Later


Out on the road, a gang of crows tug at two-day-old roadkill with beaks hooked like daggers. They pull at the sun-baked remains below a dancing circle of flies. This way and that, backward and forward, the dry matter slides. Pearl finds herself squinting in order to see clearly as she has done so many times lately. Her focus is not what it used to be. Almost sixty-year-old eyes. Almost sixty-year-old knees. 


Either side of the gate, there is a falling-down section of the fence, and up against it a sweep of tall grass, grown overly thin and longer than is good for it. Pearl reluctantly takes in the sight and notices the sharp brambles advancing over her windowsill. She sees the abundance of sticky chickweed on the ledge, and the gate at the end of the path hanging at a jaunty angle, on account of it having only one hinge. The other lies on the ground, turning ochre with rust in the burning sun. Pearl sighs deeply. If only she could step outside and set the mower in motion, dig up the rampant brambles, and re-attach the hinge to the gate. There is no getting away from it. It is time to make the call she has been putting off for more days than she cares to remember.


In the hallway, on a dark wood table, sits an elephant-­grey slab of plastic with extra-large buttons. Next to it is a yellowing pad of A4 paper, flipped open in the middle and revealing the jagged edges of the lined sheets ripped out before. On the open page there is a shopping list, a reminder to have the chimney swept, an order for milk, and a note, all in her mother’s unmistakable handwriting: Should you need help with the garden, my dearest Pearl, please put a postcard in the newsagent’s window. Lana Winter had included a number to call. Seeing the carefully written words, Pearl feels the pain of losing someone so close to her, just as she had done three years previously. It had been unexpected, Lana dying only six years after Ray. It was as if she couldn’t bear to continue without the partner she loved. When Lana left Highview for the last time she was wrapped in a pea-green blanket and seated in an NHS wheelchair. Pearl watched the ambulance light flashing its urgency over the dark moor as it disappeared, and for a long time after she stood at the window. The hospital rang the next morning with the news. Lana had passed away in her sleep, unable to fight the chest infection that had plagued her for months. From that moment, Highview had seemed so very quiet. Just Pearl and the crows. 


There are few visitors to the house, just the postman with his headphones who knocks infrequently and rarely speaks, and the grocery-delivery driver who arrives briefly and without fail once a week, sometimes a tall man with a limp, sometimes a woman with short, auburn hair and incred­ibly strong arms. Occasionally there are substitutions on the shopping list. An opportunity to talk; a few words concerning the replacement of wholemeal bread with white, apples for pears, and one time, bananas instead of bleach.


Standing beside the telephone table now, she takes a deep breath, followed shortly after by another. Thinking of the garden once more she decides there is no time to lose. When she makes the call, it rings through while she nervously taps out a beat with her right foot. The rubber sole of her moccasin slippers makes a rat-tat-tat sound on the flagstone floor. One, two, thr—


‘Good morning, Westdown News.’


‘Hello.’


‘How can I help?’


 ‘I’d like to place a card in the window . . . for a gardener, please.’


‘No problem,’ the man replies. ‘Is it part-time or full-time you were looking for?’


Pearl thinks of the three-foot grass covering the lawns. ‘I’m sorry, I’m not absolutely sure how long the job will take but I think full-time.’


‘I’ll put five days a week. Monday to Friday?’


‘Monday to Friday. Thank you.’


‘Monday to Friday with weekends off?’ he adds. ‘Then you can see how it goes.’


Pearl nods, even though she isn’t facing the man. This is going better than she expected.


 ‘And what sort of hourly rate were you thinking of?’


 Pearl remembers details about acceptable levels of pay on a government website she’d found on her mother’s old computer that sits in a corner of the spare room. It had taken longer to log on to the elderly piece of equipment than to read the information provided about minimum pay scales. 


‘Nine pounds per hour.’


‘Nine pounds,’ the man repeats. ‘And a mobile number?’


Pearl gazes at the solid-looking telephone on the table before her, fixed securely and firmly in place with four squares of sticky-back plastic. Stationary and immobile.


‘I’m afraid I don’t have one.’


‘Right,’ he says, unable to hide the surprise in his voice. ‘I can take the landline off the caller display. I’m sorry, but could you just bear with me one moment?’


Pearl loses the newsagent to a woman with an American accent asking about the price of clotted-cream fudge. £10.72 for the small box and £19.80 for the large. 


On the line, in his absence, there is the sound of ­people talking and coughing and the shrill of a buzzer. Pearl ­imagines a line of customers waiting, all hoping to buy ice creams and cold drinks, sweets, and a copy of the day’s newspaper to read in the sun.


‘Sorry about that,’ the busy man says, returning to the call. ‘If I can just take your card details for the payment, then I think that’s everything.’


Pearl picks up the debit card from the telephone table and is immediately reminded of Ray’s comforting words. There’s an account. Enough money for all the years to come. 


The silver digits making up the long number, expiry date and security pin shimmer in the gloom. She reads them out clearly.


‘Your ad’ll go up this afternoon,’ the man confirms. ‘Just as soon as I can get it in the window.’


A woman speaks so close to him Pearl can hear every word. The woman says that he is needed urgently to deal with a delivery of magnums. She is quite insistent. It is such a diverting piece of information Pearl is almost moved to speak up and ask in what quantities the delivery is made. Newsagents selling bottles of Champagne! How times have changed.


‘Good luck,’ the man says. ‘Just give us a call if you need another week and we’ll keep it in the window.’


And with a click, he is gone. Pearl looks down at the telephone cord, connecting her connecting her like a plastic umbilical cord to the grey slab. It is still wrapped around her wrist, and so tightly the skin on her hand has turned the colour of blue delphiniums.


She tries to picture the person who might answer her advertisement, the call for help she has put out, somewhat recklessly now she comes to think of it, into the world. Her prayer, when she says it, echoes around the quiet hallway. 


‘Please let it be someone who won’t run a mile when I tell them, someone who might understand why the grass has grown so high without being cut down . . . please let it be someone kind.’


But for the life of her, Pearl can’t imagine who such a person could be.






CONNOR


Connor Matthews stands in his bedroom and stares at walls infected with irregular blobs of bright pink paint. It reminds him of when he had chicken pox, aged five. Itchy, irritating chicken pox. The spots on the walls are increasing in number, just like the ones that sprouted on every inch of his body, and are all a different shade from one another, but only marginally. Rocket Ship Rose, Hazy Harlem, and Strawberry Sundae. He checks the names on the corres­ponding tester pots that are lined up against the skirting board and thinks about throwing them out of the window. 


‘I see you. You like the new colours, yes?’


When he turns around she is there. Yvo Martens. ­Belgian. Room invader. His father’s girlfriend.


‘I cannot decide,’ she sighs. ‘So many to choose from.’


She is dressed in cycling shorts and a fluorescent long-sleeved cycling top. It matches the neon strips on the downtube of her road bike leant up against the front porch. Now he thinks about it, he’s not sure if Yvo is short for something longer. He’s not actually sure of very much when it comes to the woman standing uninvited in his room, except that she met his father at the local cycling club a year ago and they share a passion for all things Lycra and two-wheeled. His father, as he’d explained it, had coveted her carbon-fibre frame, and she his Campagnolo wheels. It had been nauseating to watch at the time, ­Donald ­Matthews acting more like a lovestruck teenager than a man with a mortgage, a Volvo, and a receding hairline. And, to make the whole situation weirder, as soon as Yvo had moved in, she’d begun changing the interior of the house like someone from a TV makeover show. It had happened so fast. No room untouched. Like a highly organised, multi-lingual cuckoo, she had landed in the Matthews family nest, B&Q colour chart in hand, and immediately made it her own.


‘I liked the room as it was,’ he says. ‘I’m happy with ­Magnolia. Just saying.’


‘But you will be gone to university soon, no? Then you will have different walls to look at. You could paint them the colour you like. And this happy pink,’ Yvo says, ­bending down and picking up a tester pot marked Flamingo ­Fandango, ‘it brings joy, I think . . . after all the sadness.’


Connor swallows hard. Has the room become suddenly darker or is he just imagining it? 


‘I don’t know,’ he mumbles, wishing he was anywhere else but standing here now facing questions about what happened two years ago. His room feels nothing like the teenage sanctuary he’s sure it’s supposed to be, all blackout curtains, PlayStation consoles and unwritten rules about knocking before entering. 


Yvo looks at him oddly, as if she’s thinking about saying something more. ‘I have new paint in the car. . .’


‘OK.’


‘Your father will be home soon. I think he will like it. And this one. But I will choose.’


She points to a stain that looks slightly darker than the others. Connor thinks of a name for it. Ten-day-old Dried Blood seems to cover it. He pictures his father walking through the front door after a busy day at the solicitor’s practice in town, seeing splats of paint on every available wall. The ones in the hall are bright yellow. Despite the fact they look uncannily like carefully aimed jets of bile, he knows Donald will agree the colours are an improvement and say no more than that. Nothing, in fact, that will change the uncomfortable way things are at number five Fern Crescent. Connor looks around at the pockmarked walls and can’t help thinking about the time before two years ago when it wasn’t uncomfortable. Then they talked, and went fishing; easy conversations alongside a lake, road trips in the Volvo in search of rivers and waterways they’d read about and looked forward to exploring. Now, their collection of rods and equipment are gathering dust in the garage, and they haven’t had the conversation they so obviously need. The one that might just save their fractured relationship. 


‘I’ll go to the car, get the paint and look for some more brushes . . . and the spirit that is white.’ Yvo’s voice breaks his train of thought. ‘I’ll be back,’ she says, her voice as deep as his father’s and not softened any by her accent. It reminds Connor of Arnold Schwarzenegger.


When she has gone, he immediately takes his phone out of his back pocket. There will be enough time. Enough for him to make a call and see if the job is still available. It has been on his mind since he saw it. The postcard in the newsagent’s window, hanging at a precarious angle, the sort of half upside-down way that makes you turn your head ninety degrees to read it. He’d stood studying it while the owner was busy shutting up his shop for the evening. Just as the man disappeared from view, the Blu Tack holding it in place had given up its grip and the postcard had slipped down onto the floor behind a display cabinet, amongst the dust and old till receipts.


It had felt like a message, a well-timed lifeline. A job for the summer. An escape from the home that doesn’t feel or look like it used to. The home where Yvo and his dad so clearly want to be left alone to get on with the next chapter of their lives, painting walls, riding bikes, and acting as if everything is normal when it isn’t.


So, while he has his oddly painted room to himself, ­Connor telephones the number on the advertisement, and waits anxiously for an answer. He hopes the person who placed the advertisement will be kind because he really needs this job.






NATE


In flat nine Weatherley Gardens, Godalming, sixty-year-old Nate Williams opens the window to let in an evening breeze and lays out his work clothes for the morning. A white shirt, smart navy trousers (both ironed), and an orange tie emblazoned with the TopQuote company logo – The UK’s Number One for All Your Household and Motor Insurance Needs. 


Everything set for the next day, he considers leaving the flat, taking a left at the corner of the road and walking along the main street to the fish and chip shop at the end. It will use up some time, about forty minutes if he walks slowly and includes a chat with the owner, an amiable giant of a man, now in his late seventies, who used to be a bare-knuckle fighter in his youth. Nate thinks about a conversation with the man with no front teeth and LOVE and HAKE tattooed on his knuckles, and he thinks about an enjoyable fish supper. Another night. A Friday or Saturday so he can make something of the weekend if his bank balance allows. TopQuote have increased his wages incrementally over the last forty-two years, but unfortunately not in line with the rising cost of a large cod and chips.


In his kitchenette it is quiet, just the sound of a bus expiring at the stop outside his window. In search of food, he opens the fridge, and his face is illuminated by a stream of golden light. Inside there is a pint of milk, a tub of margar­ine, half a loaf of bread, and a selection of ready meals for one. Nate gives it some thought. Carbonara it is. He slips off the cardboard sleeve, pierces the clingfilm top and puts the container into the microwave. While it rides the circular merry-go-round inside, he counts his blessings, such as they are. He has a job. Check. He has a roof over his head. Check. Really, that is all he can ask for, Nate decides, having long since given up hope of anything more. Especially love. Love is beyond him. He nods to himself just as the microwave pings, announcing his meal is ready. It will always be beyond him. 


When he has finished his Italian-inspired evening meal and drunk a glass of water, Nate changes out of his clothes and into his pyjamas. Like every night, he allows himself a moment to remember the summer of 1976. Then he closes the curtains in his bedroom and goes to bed while it is still light outside.






PEARL


When the telephone rings, Pearl is busy staring at the sunset beyond the kitchen window. She has cramp in her left calf and the beginnings of a twitch in her right eye. Hurrying to the hall, despite the cramp, she feels her heart racing in her chest like a bull confined in a pit. Beside the telephone is Lana’s old A4 pad, open at a page of interview questions she has written in case anyone should call.


‘Hello. Good evening . . . welcome.’


Much to her dismay and due to the worst case of nerves, Pearl realises she is sounding like someone making the opening announcement of the Eurovision Song Contest.


It is a young man’s voice that comes rapidly back to her down the line.


‘I’m ringing about the card in the newsagent’s window.’ He stops and Pearl waits. ‘Well, it was in the window, but it isn’t now,’ he says, sounding breathless. ‘It fell down the back of the card display.’


Pearl wonders if he might be asthmatic. 


‘Can I ask where you live?’ Question one on the pad is ADDRESS, a sub-heading below the first section marked PERSONAL DETAILS.


‘I’m in Westdown – just outside of it,’ he offers, readily. ‘On the new estate?’


Pearl wonders momentarily what the new estate might look like. No doubt Google will shed some light. 


‘You go through Westdown, out past the farm shop on the right and it’s about half a mile on the left. It’s called Fern Crescent. Number five.’ He is speaking again. ‘If you go to the bottom there are several houses. Gravel driveways, gardens . . . they all look the same.’ The young man stops briefly. ‘Sorry, that’s probably a lot of useless information. I talk a lot when I’m nervous.’


When she checks her mother’s pad, out of all the extremely useful detail the young man has provided, Pearl realises she has only managed to write down the word ‘gravel’.


‘Anyway, I’ve got a car,’ he says. ‘So, I can get to you.’


‘I’m up on the moor, a few miles out of Westdown. About eight miles or so,’ she replies, already hoping it won’t put him off. 


‘OK,’ he says. ‘I’ve got a Fiesta. It’s old but reliable.’


Next to the word ‘car’ on the ageing pad, Pearl rapidly scores a tick in the thinning paper; it goes right through to the page below.


‘And your age? I probably should have asked that first,’ she says, wishing her heart would stop beating so fast. How long will it keep crashing about inside her? 


‘Eighteen. I’ve been doing A-levels at college, but I’ve finished now . . . for the summer.’


Pearl checks her list, finding listening to information and writing it down all at the same time now it comes to it to be just as hard as patting your head and rubbing your stomach in tandem.


‘And gardening experience? The lawns at Highview are very overgrown, and the flower beds are strangled by weeds.’


‘My mum taught me how to look after a lawn and plants, and most things you need to care for a garden.’


‘And would anyone be able to give you a reference?’


‘You mean my mu—?’ he begins but is cut short by an interruption on the line – a woman talking about a tester pot for a paint colour called Whispering Watermelon, in a matt not a satin, and how it could be the one.


‘Can I call you back?’ he says. ‘Something . . . ­someone . . . has come up.’


‘Yes . . . of course,’ Pearl replies, wondering what would happen if she refused.


‘I’m Connor. Sorry, I should have said. Connor ­Matthews.’


‘And I’m Pearl,’ she says. ‘Pearl Winter . . . Miss.’


‘I’ll ring back, Miss Wintermiss. Sorry. ’Bye.’


‘Goodbye.’


Miss Wintermiss. It has a nice ring to it, but it is a mistake she will need to correct just as soon as they talk again. Honesty is the best policy. She has always believed that. 


Outside, a curl of dust is whipped up from the path by an errant breeze while brambles scratch their spiked stems across the window as if trying to break in. Pearl waits for the phone to ring and when the call comes, she quickly picks up the receiver.


‘Hello?’ She looks down at her list, at the wobbly ticks next to each question and the words ‘gravel’, ‘summer’, and ‘car’. ‘I’d like to offer you the position.’


A relieved sigh whistles down the line all the way from the new estate.


‘When would you like me to start? I can be there tomorrow.’ 


‘Would ten o’clock be too early?’


‘I’ll be there.’


Pearl reads the directions she has written out from ­memory. Take the main road across the moor from Westdown, then turn right at the first crossroads, up the hill for a short ­distance and Highview is on the right. 


After she has given him the details, he says, ‘’Bye, Miss Wintermiss. See you tomorrow,’ and is gone.


In the kitchen, she makes a cup of tea and stands at the French doors, looking out at the rose beds circling the patio, the oak trees beyond the lawn, and the low stone wall that forms a boundary separating Highview from the open moor. Life is about to change. Tomorrow won’t just be another day spent listening to Radio Three, scrubbing an already spotless bath and hanging out a minimal amount of clean washing on the indoor airer. Tomorrow will be a very different day to that altogether.






NATE


When he wakes up the next morning, Nate can’t shift the feeling that this day is a particularly important one. He checks his leather-­strapped wristwatch, lying on the bedside table. The number in a tiny square window on the right-hand side under its glacial surface confirms it. He looks again. Forty-two years to the day since he’d walked down a side-street off the main road in town and into the cramped office of a small insurance company, in the hope of securing a position. That branch has long since closed down, and the small fledgling company has grown into a multi-million pound conglomerate whose flagship HQ is now an imposing concrete monolith situated on a business park two miles east of Godalming.


Arriving at work, he is greeted by the Floor Supervisor, a young man with greasy hair, halitosis that can reach across a room, and an annoying habit of calling everyone dude. He approaches before Nate has had a chance to switch on his computer or pick up his headset. 


‘Nate, dude, you need to go up to the fifth floor. 
To HR.’


‘Straight away?’


The young man nods. ‘That’s what the new boss lady says. She made it real clear it was important too. No time to waste. You know what I mean?’


As dude-man walks away, Nate can’t help but feel a sense of burgeoning hope about what might be waiting for him on the upper floor. A long-service award, a presentation in person from the management team. He doesn’t want to assume anything. He is happy just to get on, but it would make for a good day if his years of service were commemorated in some way, perhaps half an hour or so shaking hands with middle management and accepting a small gift. A moment to reflect on the last four decades of taking calls about car and home insurance, before he returns to his compact cubicle. So, with a spring in his step, Nate heads for the lift.


When the doors open five floors up, a stout woman wearing glasses is standing on the other side. Pale grey eyes stare back at him intently from behind large, round tortoiseshell rims.


‘Mr Williams? I’m Marie Simmons, the new Head of HR. Please come this way.’


Nate obediently follows her into an airless side room with scratchy, bright orange carpet tiles on the floor, a desk and two metal chairs with orange fabric seats. One has a small stain on it. Nate thinks about the previous occupant. It has the feel of an interview room straight out of a police procedural drama, even with the prevalence of luminous orange. Nate is confident the tangerine tinge of TopQuote’s logo colour extends to every far-flung corner of the building. Even the toilet seats in the men’s loo, he’s aware, are the same migraine-inducing shade. Nate sits down on the nearest chair and Marie takes the other.


‘Can I call you Nathaniel?’ she asks, getting settled in her seat. Marie shuffles paperwork already laid out on the desk like a magician preparing to spellbind her audience with an amazing new card trick. ‘Or would you prefer Mr Williams?’


‘Nate,’ he offers. ‘Most people call me Nate.’


Marie sits forward and locks her hands together on the desk and for a moment Nate wonders if she is about to begin their meeting with a short prayer. Instead, she says, ‘Mr Williams . . . Nate, I’d like to start by asking you to maintain a degree of . . . confidentiality . . . around this meeting. We don’t want to cause any undue panic as I’m sure you’d agree.’


He pictures his co-workers sitting glassy-eyed at their terminals and fails to imagine what could provoke the mild-mannered collective into anything even remotely close to a state of alarm.


‘This has come from above. Directly,’ Marie continues, her eyes shifting heavenwards to the boardroom on the sixth floor before coming back to rest unblinkingly on his. ‘We are making changes. Substantial changes, in fact. You might have already heard?’


Nate shakes his head. ‘I’m sorry, no.’


‘Well then, I’ll get right to it,’ Marie says, undeterred. ‘Call-centre closures are happening all over the country, it’s nothing new, and regardless of our reputation for providing years of unrivalled customer service from this very site, unfortunately we must all move with the times.’


Marie takes a moment. Just long enough for Nate to feel the short grey hairs stand to attention on the back of his neck and the room lose what little oxygen it seemed to hold when he walked in.


‘In a nutshell,’ she says. ‘TopQuote is transferring its operation overseas. So, I’m afraid we’re having to make some alterations. Unpopular ones. We’re talking redundancies on quite a large scale.’


There is the sudden interruption of a burst of animated laughter from a group of office staff in the corridor. The carefree noise leaks into the room, injecting the silence with a note of frivolity that seems at odds with the suddenly sombre mood.


‘So,’ Marie continues like a woman determined to get to the end of a speech, ‘We are speaking to long-service individuals as a priority, and as we don’t have anyone else who has worked here for as long as you have, you’re first up.’


Nate takes a moment. Unsure he isn’t dreaming and about to wake up in flat nine Weatherley Gardens, having overslept for the first time in his working life.


When he speaks, it is with some difficulty that he says the words, ‘What happens now?’


Marie holds his gaze. ‘We’re encouraging employees, wherever possible, to take their leave immediately, to avoid any bad feeling being passed on to the customers.’


Nate trawls through memories of working at his cubicle, headset on, screen-facing; all the queries he has answered about dented cars, leaking ceilings, and accidentally smashed televisions. Not even when a woman had screamed down the phone at him about the criminal hike in cost for the third-party fire and theft policy on her beloved Nissan Micra, had he responded with anything other than utmost courtesy and professionalism.


‘Mr Williams?’ Marie coughs discreetly. 


‘It’s Nate.’


‘Do you have any questions?’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘Right, well, if you’d like to collect your belongings and coat from the staffroom . . .’ Marie’s rictus smile is a sight to behold.


Nate rises out of the plastic chair feeling like a child dismissed from the classroom for drawing something rude on the blackboard.


‘But it’s only the morning. Should I go now?’


‘Absolutely,’ Marie says. ‘I’ll send on written details of the redundancy payment and a P45.’ She stands up and offers him her limp hand across the table. Nate holds it for the briefest of shakes. It’s moist and surprisingly cold, like a dead fish.


Before he leaves, she says, as if only just remembering, ‘TopQuote would like to take this opportunity to thank you for your many years of service. We pride ourselves on our exemplary record of staff development and well-being. Please make sure you leave your security pass. I can’t let you exit the building with it still in your possession. But I am authorised to take it from you now if you prefer.’


Nate looks down at the dizzyingly bright orange lanyard around his neck and the white plastic pass card dangling from the end of it. He slowly lifts the badge over his head and lays it on the desk, the ID photograph taken years before sunny side up and clearly displayed. He uses his last moments in the room to stare at the image, a snapshot from the past, and as he does a young, hopeful Nate ­Williams stares right back.






CONNOR


The clear bulb that hangs in the centre of the white lampshade on the ceiling reminds him of a snowdrop. Galanthus nivalis. She’d taught him the botanical names. Mum. He found them easy to remember. No problem. It was just as simple as recalling the lyrics to a favourite song. Much easier, in fact, than the four exam subjects he’d studied in crowded rooms at college, now he comes to think about it. A Level history had never taken root in his mind as effortlessly as the Latin names of plants, the best kind of compost mix to bed-in a hardy perennial, and the ideal time to plant bulbs for flowering in Spring. These things were easier to recall.


 Getting up, he crosses to the window and looks out over the back garden of Fern Crescent. It had been her favourite place: outside with her hands deep in the soil, come rain or come shine. The borders are alive with colour: filled with alliums, rudbeckias, geraniums, and lavender. The blooms of deep red, mustard, and purple curl around a circle of freshly mown lawn. There’s a small shed in the corner, a wheelbarrow propped up against it, and a compost bin behind. There’s a raised bed of herbs too – rosemary, mint, sage. It hadn’t taken long to build it from offcuts of old sleepers, using the power drill from the garage. As he stands looking at the garden, the light changes outside. How long will it be before the garden gets a makeover, just like the house? How long before the borders are dug up and concreted over, the grass swapped for something fake and less time-consuming, and the compost bin no longer required? It won’t be long, he’s sure of it. Good job he’s leaving for university in a matter of weeks. Only it doesn’t feel that way.


There is a slim cardboard box on his bedside table. It arrived from York. He crosses to it and lifts the already opened lid. Inside is a notepad, pen and drinks bottle, some money-off vouchers for Pizza Hut and a letter from the admissions team welcoming him to the start of his first year. It says the university is pleased to confirm a conditional offer to study law. Three years.


‘Soon you will be gone?’ Yvo had said enthusiastically at the sight of him standing by the front door with the box in his hands. His father had remained silent, just the slightest movement of his right foot this way and that on the lamin­ated wood flooring giving away the fact that he might be inclined to add something, but then he had found paperwork in the home office that needed his urgent attention. Another moment missed when they could have started a conversation, talked about the way things are, about what had happened to Mum. It’s like there’s a permanent gulf between them and with each passing day it grows wider.


Not wanting to be late on his first day in a new job, Connor dresses quickly, picks up his phone from the bedside table, grabs his rucksack and heads downstairs. Donald is in the study, hunched over his desk. A tall man with a pronounced stoop, even when sitting down, he looks to his son like someone expecting a pigeon to land on his head. Today he looks no different from any other day, dressed in his self-imposed uniform of checked shirt, cords and smart tie and appearing more like a country vet than the town’s only solicitor.


The home office where he can often be found is a compact room at the front of the house, just big enough for a desk by the window, a chair, and a single bookcase filled with cream-coloured folders. Each one contains the details of a problem, a moment in time the client has reached when they don’t have any choice but to seek legal advice. Donald says work comes his way courtesy of the three Ds. Divorce, death, and debt. His father, his father’s father and his father’s grandfather had all been solicitors, all versed in the business of break-ups, inheritance tax, and county court judgements. It’s a family tradition. If they could talk freely, father and son, Connor would say he’d prefer to help people in another way, by landscaping a garden filled with colour and interest – a gerbera-lined path to a raised deck, somewhere to retreat to after a hard day’s work, or a trickling water feature to draw the eye and relax anyone sitting alongside it. In short, he’d rather be outside. But the chances of father and son talking about paths and ponds, let alone their family of three that used to exist when Mum was around, are slim, he knows. Slim to non-existent.


‘I got a job for the summer,’ Connor says, leaning against the doorframe of the small room. ‘It’s up on the moor . . . gardening.’


Donald remains facing away but puts his pen down and takes off his glasses.


‘Gardening?’


‘Yes.’


‘Is it paid?’


‘It’s nine pounds an hour.’


From the kitchen, there is the sound of Yvo opening and closing cupboard doors loudly, and then a blender whirring into life.


Connor’s stomach rumbles.


Donald doesn’t seem to notice.


‘You must take some time to prepare for York. You’ll need to make sure you’ve made all the necessary arrangements. Yvo will buy a train ticket. You have everything arranged with your finances?’ Donald Matthews asks.


‘It’s all done.’ Connor thinks about his student loan, the thousands of pounds he will need to repay one day, the poky room in a terraced house in York he’ll share with strangers, and the prospect of years of preparing for a life that leaves him cold. It’s a career, for sure, a future indeed. Just not one he would have chosen for himself.


‘I should go,’ Connor says. ‘I don’t want to be late.’


‘I’ll leave you to it then,’ Donald replies, picking up his pen and putting his glasses back on.


Connor turns to go, aware as always that his father is as skilled at the art of small talk as he is at white-water rafting. But they must speak soon. About Mum. About going away. About not wanting to take a law degree. Each day it eats away at him. The silence. If only a conversation could begin.


‘Donald, your smoothie!’ Yvo calls from the kitchen.


Standing in the hall, Connor slips on his trainers and picks up his rucksack from by the door. He can’t remember a time when Donald Matthews had anything other than a strong coffee with three sugars in it of a morning, the sort of drink you could stand a spoon up in. He looks back into the office, at his father still bent over his desk. How long will it be before Yvo’s changes extend to Donald? How long before he is dressing in chinos and a pale pink polo shirt, wearing loafers, and dyeing his hair an unnatural shade of reddish brown?


Pulling his rucksack over his shoulder, Connor opens the front door and steps out into the morning sunshine. His stomach rumbles again. But breakfast will have to wait.






PEARL


When she opens the door just a fraction, there is a person standing on the other side. He is of slight build with floppy sandy-coloured hair. Two long arms appear from the baggy holes on either side of his voluminous grey T-shirt. There are two equally long legs, wrapped tightly in faded, light blue denim. The denim is ripped in several places as though someone has been given carte blanche to go at them with a pair of extremely sharp scissors.


‘Hello . . .’ he says. ‘I’m Connor.’ Through the gaps above and below the trio of thick, high-security chains, Pearl studies his face. A lock of hair falls over one eye, but he does nothing to remove it. She estimates it is just long enough to curl back around one ear if he wanted to.


‘I’ve brought my driving licence,’ he says, smiling.


She smiles back. It would be rude not to.


The lock of hair bounces this way and that as he digs about in his back jeans pocket, before producing a rectangle of bubble-gum pink plastic with an image on it. ‘It doesn’t look like me,’ he admits. ‘But it is. Honest. They said not to smile in Snappy Snaps . . . the camera shop . . . so I didn’t.’


He stops smiling as if to demonstrate the point. ‘See?’


Pearl takes the plastic rectangle from him. Without her glasses it’s almost impossible to tell. The image is grey and grainy. You can never be sure about people. It’s a problem and always has been. She looks down at the name written on the licence and the date of birth. Connor James ­Matthews. Born 04-10-2000.


Earlier in the morning while the birds were still entertaining the owls with their dawn chorus she had fired up Lana’s computer in the spare room and tentatively typed Teenager into the search bar. Instantly, the picture of a girl had appeared, eyes rimmed with heavy black make-up and her shoulder-length hair the colour of a raven’s back. She wore an indifferent expression as if she had lived a thousand lives already and found none of them to be particularly interesting. Then there had been a multitude of young men, the majority of whom seemed to be having a problem with their trousers. They wore them so low as to reveal the make of their underwear. Under the title no face no case, a boy wore a cap pulled down over his eyes. It was a worrisome half-hour spent on the World Wide Web, albeit in the relative security of the spare room with all five dead bolts securing the front door and the comforting sound of Classic FM coming to her from the radio in the kitchen.


Pearl stares out between the chains. Connor Matthews, despite being in need of a satisfying meal, doesn’t seem to match the image of a typical teenager according to Google, not by a long shot. He doesn’t look anything like the youths she has identified online. He isn’t losing his trousers, isn’t concealing his identity with a cap, and looks quite pleased to be here.


‘Thank you,’ she says, realising she has been holding onto the licence for a long time and handing it back. ‘I wanted to explain . . . you see, it used to look very different. In its day.’


He looks around. ‘I can see how it must have been. It’s an amazing place.’


‘It’s been overgrown for some time now, unfortunately.’


If he wonders why she hasn’t donned her wellingtons and attacked the advancing jungle herself, he doesn’t say. Looking past him, she can see the grass looks even more wild and untamed than it does when viewed through the window. She can smell the dry earth and taste the fresh air. It would be nice to be out there.


‘Shall I get started? Is the mower in the outhouse?’ he says.


‘Yes, and some cans of petrol,’ she replies.


‘Hopefully, the weather won’t change suddenly.’ He flips his head back and looks up to the sky, reminding her of someone shucking an oyster. ‘The lawns’ll be really tricky to mow if it throws it down.’


‘Yes, you’re right.’ Pearl finds herself nodding in agreement, acutely aware of the moor’s wildly unpredictable microclimate. The tendency for the weather to change when you least expect it is legendary. A downpour out of nowhere on a summer’s day, or a mist that can appear as quick as you like, cloaking the tops of the tors and causing serious problems for an inexperienced hiker seeking to climb to the summit. The previous week, there had been heavy rain sandwiched between days of wall-to-wall sunshine. The heavens opened and swollen drops of water burst onto the broken path. If she had walked the lawns, as impossible as that would be, her moccasins would have been soaked right through and, without doubt, turned the colour of chopped liver.
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