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ONE


Ten thousand feet deep, bones creak with solitude. Professor Cole feels it mounting in his sternum. Concentrating on the short canyon of light carved into blackness by the headlamps on his one-man submersible, he mutters to himself.


‘Everything will be OK. Everything will be all right.’ But it is over an hour since he heard from the research vessel on the surface. Cold with terror, he speaks into the radio receiver, winding the wire tight around his fingers, constricting blood so it bulbs beneath skin.


‘This is Professor Jeremiah Cole. I repeat. Both engines are now down. Emergency buoyancy failed to deploy. Systems monitor says I have eighteen minutes of air left. Do you read me, over?’ An inappropriate calm seeps into his voice, as though thrown there by a benevolent ventriloquist. ‘Do you read me? Over.’ He swipes a cuff across his brow, blotting pinprick diamonds of sweat on the cotton.


The luminous clock telling him approximately how much longer he’ll be alive morphs to seventeen minutes, sixteen, fifteen. How apt, a life entrenched in the academia of oceanography, ending at the bottom of the sea. He punches the monitor until his knuckles split, lets a small blast of air slip his lungs and rues ever embarking on a mission with so many possible failures. Tech glitch. Bad weather. A cataclysmic power outage, like the one befalling him now. Shouldn’t we be content to live in the smile of the sun instead of reaching out to touch it? He laughs, actually laughs – the oxygen his to waste. Don’t we deserve our fingers burnt?


Wistfully caressing the grid of buttons on the console, he begins to grieve his own demise. This embarrasses him, as though he’s anything other than alone. The blush has an intricate texture.


Twelve minutes of oxygen remaining. He spends the next three pressing the red emergency button, seriously contemplating whether to light the cigarette in his pocket. At the very least, it’d be a spectacular last action for a suffocating man. When he shuts his eyes he can almost hear the delightful piss-on-snow hiss of ash burning. He imagines smoke swirling around the top of the pod, almost able to convince himself he is lying on his back in the garden of their house, cigarette in mouth, clutching the sparrow weight of his wife’s hand in his.


Then he sees it. Through the porthole above the navigation console, a brief glimpse of ghostly white bulk moving in the beam’s golden glow. Death has come for him. Fear has given it form. His quickening breath thrums the limited air.


Without room enough to drop to his knees, he removes his shoes, folds his socks, brings both legs up beneath him on the seat and puts his hands together in prayer to a God he’s never believed in. Plagued by visions of his skeleton found genuflecting, he flops back on the chair and fumbles through his pockets for a lighter. If he is ever found they’ll understand: in his final moments, this sucker didn’t bow to a higher being out of fear. Oh no. He smoked a deliciously woody cigarette instead. He was his own God.


No lighter. He murmurs a prayer half remembered from school, loathing himself more with each line.


A thud throws him against the panel to the left, smashing his head against the defunct power lights, then to the right, where he breaks a tooth on the hatch lever. The coppery taste of blood floods his gums.


Through the glass, another sight of the beast that has come to claim his soul. But now he sees; it is not death after all.


Instruments record that when Cole’s craft chances on the goose-beaked whale, it is exactly two hundred miles west of Perth, Australia. Confused by the sonar’s gentle whinny, the curious whale catches its tail in the elbow of the craft’s mechanical arm, thrashes, then, distressed, its heart overwhelmed and in arrest, rises to the surface, taking with it the submersible and, inside that, the professor.


The whale is dead by the time the craft bursts out of the sea, and Cole’s veins fizz, not with the bends, but with his good fortune. His wife of forty-four years will never read the words I love you. I always have. I always will, hastily scrawled on the back of a crumpled cigarette packet.


He opens the hatch and gulps down lungfuls of briny sea air. Beside him bobs the whale’s carcass. Wave spray cools his face.


Peeling free his sweat-sodden overalls, he shoots a flare into the early evening sky, watches the sparks scatter a fly-past of gulls. Soon, on the endless horizon, where the blues of water and sky are hazily sewn, his ship comes into view. For twenty glorious minutes he observes the dish of a giant orange sun drop behind it, collapsed in ecstasy. He is alive.


The professor’s team sling ropes from the side of the boat, averting their eyes as his near-naked body, chalky white, climbs the dull grey steel of the hull. A young woman drapes a towel over his shoulders. He forgets, though only for a moment, that they are professor and student, enough that he wants to kiss the fullness of her smile.


‘You’re safe, Professor Cole,’ she says. A part of him he’d never let her see wants to cry, but he swallows it and snarls at nothing in particular. The young woman looks at her colleagues in confusion.


‘Bring it aboard,’ he says.


‘Bring . . . it aboard?’


‘That’s what I said.’


‘The whale?’


‘Of course the whale! What else would I mean? The bloody ocean?’


So chains clank, cogs grind, a crane swings. Two hours pass and it’s aboard. It’s the longest and heaviest goose-beak he’s ever seen, that much is clear from a cursory glance. While they dwell at depth – deeper and for longer than any other mammal – he’s never heard tell of a goose-beak at 10,000 feet before. He is interested to know what it dives to eat. An observation of new behaviour may at least help assuage the guilt he feels for his role in its death. How much longer might it have lived if he’d been content with never knowing what’s not ours to know?


He cuts its belly open with the blade of a crude machete. Thick crimson blood washes the deck. And there it is, amid the gore and the pungent swirls of steam somehow pretty. Battered shapeless, corroded by acids but intact; the black box recorder of flight PS570: a memory entombed in metal.


Nobody knows where or when the whale swallowed it, how far it travelled or whether it will still work, but it has long left behind the plane that carried it and 316 people into the water on a clear evening in May, three decades before.


Until this moment, flight PS570 had earned its place in folklore as the plane that simply vanished from the air. They call it ‘The Long Forgotten’. Few but the bereaved and their children remember the actual facts of the case: the dead, the fruitless search and the many years it lasted. But Cole’s endeavour has been rewarded with a quite unforeseeable prize, for when the handsome, silvering professor triumphantly lifts the flight recorder into the air, memories come flooding back.







   

TWO


Dove is walking to work along the canal when he remembers the bog violet. It just appears, however memories do, a glimmer of the past shining through the now.


The bog violet is the purplish of a ripening bruise. It is three inches high with small, kidney-shaped leaves, the lowest of five notch-tipped petals crowned by a storm-blue spur, and a carpel as fragile as freshly spun sugar.


Dove knows nothing of flowers. And there are few of his age (if his age is thirty, which is what he thinks it is) who know what he now knows of the bog violet; that’s how vivid the memory is. He knows what it looks like, what it feels like – the intricacy of its structure, from the tip of the anther to the stalk. The memory is as lucid as his reflection, stilling in the black glass of the canal. But where had he seen it before, and why is he recalling it now? He scans through the flick-book version of his life from the beginning, getting all the way back to the present, still with no idea.


If he believed in reincarnation he might call it a vision from a past life. But reincarnation is a load of hocus, as made enjoyably plain by a documentary he’d recently found so compelling he watched it twice, in which four people laid claim to having once been Joan of Arc. Under the auspices of the producers they met to argue which of them had the stronger case, in the process revealing harsh glimpses of their day-to-day realities. One was an unemployed single father of two, another a waitress with tinnitus, the third a widowed failed inventor and the fourth a woman living in a remote Scottish bothy. But they all testified with a preacher’s conviction to the truth of their previous existence as a tragic war heroine and Roman Catholic saint. Believing themselves to have been important in a past life helped them to navigate the lonely normality of the one they found themselves in now. If lonely normality is a qualifying factor, surely Dove – single, broke, orphaned – has as solid a claim as anyone. Though given his luck, it’s far more likely he was the dung sweeper tasked with collecting dry grass to speed the fire. And it’s either laughing at this thought, or the needling pain skittering across his scalp that he chases through his hair with a fingertip, that distracts him enough that the memory of the bog violet starts to fade, leaving Dove with nothing but a vague sense of déjà vu. Then it’s gone. So that’s all it is. A trick of the mind. A ghost in his thoughts.


The walk to work along the canal is pleasant. Bankside scents of mud and moss. Barges moving mournfully through locks. It is still early. Soon he will be at his desk again, answering the phones, listening to the problems of others. Today, it can wait. He sits on a bench, flattens a sprig of brown hair with his hands and runs the balls of his palms over the initials of young lovers scratched into the slats.


A funereal parade of litter floats past a cafe that has opened since he was last here. Buckets full of plump green olives crowd the window of what was, 140 years before, a spartan little eating house, designed to service the hardworking inhabitants of some of East London’s first social housing. Its new proprietors have kept the letters adorning the glass, some scratched off but most still stuck, that read, For Respectably Employed Working Men. Beneath it a small group of people drink coffee, their faces framed by laptop screens in rectangles of glow-worm white light. In the distance, over the buildings, the spikes of a shifting cityscape are tended by an idling procession of cranes: this city, his city, quickly becoming a theme park for the monied. One of which he feels no part.


A young woman jogs along the towpath, her rust-red hair scraped into an untidy bun. She stops to take a photograph of herself. Unsatisfied with the first attempt, and annoyed by the second, she stoops to let a view she hasn’t yet enjoyed fill the background. The third is more like it, just the right angle in her cheekbones’ tilt, and the light that smoothes the bags beneath her eyes bouncing off the glass portholes of a passing riverboat. She pauses to upload the image to the Internet, where it will exist forever; an indelible memory of nothing in particular. And then she continues to run towards him, past the pigeons that examine cigarette butts like soldiers searching a battlefield for unspent ammunition.


‘Dove!’ she says, surprised enough to see him that she comes to a sudden stop halfway between the bench and the bank, where the grass performs a curtsy on the breeze.


Lara Caine is from Chicago, but her parents were both executives working in the derivatives market who travelled extensively around Europe. Her whole family moved to London before she was sixteen. Dove and Lara met while studying journalism at university, and from the very first day when she thrust her hand into the air and asked a question about libel law that temporarily flummoxed the lecturer, the other students widely accepted she’d excel. They were a notably international group – Norwegian, Japanese, Portuguese. To Dove, who had what suddenly seemed like all the life experience of a dust weevil, they were all unknowably exotic. But none more than Lara. She exuded the confidence bred by a good education and a happy family life as though it were a mineral stored within her she could mine at will, turn into an energy beamed as light through her eyes.


‘Hi,’ he says, and he’s suddenly, perilously aware he can’t think of a single question to ask to which he doesn’t already know the answer. She’s just turned thirty, a reporter for the London desk of an American financial news channel, working in the Square Mile. She has her own TV show, Saturdays and Sundays at 11 p.m., where she recaps the week’s big news from the markets, with a catchy instrumental theme tune to which her name can be sung, and a generous wardrobe budget. She’s engaged to be married to another American named Ross. He is tall and broad-shouldered in that rectangular, military-line style unique to well-bred Americans, as though their entire physique is a uniform and they’ll be punished for any variation on muscle tone or posture. He works in property development, and together they own a miniature schnauzer Ross wanted to name ‘Barky Bark Wahlberg’ (his friends’ comments underneath his Facebook photographs suggest they all think he’s crazy, which suggests to Dove they don’t know what crazy means), but who is now named ‘Max’, at Lara’s insistence. Her whole story is extensively available online, carefully curated by her. On more than one occasion Dove has found himself scrolling through it, losing minutes and then hours on pictures of holidays he hasn’t taken, featuring people he has never met. Has it really been a decade since he last saw her for real? Absences weren’t absences any more.


‘You look good,’ he says, forehead flushing a pale maroon. She looks down at the expanding ellipses of sweat on her vest, a Venn diagram around her navel, both pretend they haven’t noticed.


‘Thanks,’ she says, the swinging rhythms of her Chicago accent still intact. ‘It’s been so long. What, like, ten years?’


‘Yeah. Ten years.’


‘How are you doing?’


‘Fine. And you?’ He already knows. She’s doing great. Is this what he thought seeing her would feel like? Cold. Apart. Not like the version of her in his memory. Oh, the dizzying warmth that began in his gut when she walked into the lecture theatre, then rose until it reached his tongue and the moisture in his mouth turned to ash. That taste again now, but soured, clambering slowly up his throat. He should never have taken this route to work. But he’d seen her pictures. He knew there was a chance he’d bump into her here. This is why he did it.


‘Things are good,’ she says. ‘I work in TV now. Y’know, print is dead and all that jazz.’


‘Sure.’


‘And I’m getting married next summer.’


‘Great.’ He nods a little too vigorously.


‘What about you? What are you up to these days?’ Dread of this question hardens inside him like a spear of cooling wax. He didn’t graduate, she knows as much, and the facts of the matter still make him ashamed. Her expression remains generous, open, inquisitive. He reasons she’s just being nice, which he isn’t sure he deserves.


‘Just working, really.’


‘In journalism?’


He shrugs, a tightly engineered nonchalance. ‘Ambulance chasing.’


‘Hey, call it what you like. The world needs good reporters.’


He is heavy with memories of the aborted attempts he made to let her know how he felt. Binned letters. Unsent emails. In the student union bar, drunk, saying it, actually saying it aloud, underneath the speaker so the words were lost in the dirge of awful house music, and she shouted ‘What?’, and he replied ‘Nothing’, and the coolness of her spittle drizzled on his ear felt, for a second, perverse and fantastic, disgusting but right.


‘Everyone’s so busy these days,’ she says, ‘aren’t they?’


‘Yeah, seems that way.’


And that’s when he’s sure she starts to recall what happened all those years ago, because she begins to jog on the spot: short, tiny movements, as though time has slowed to make it hurt all the more.


‘Anyway, I’d better go.’


‘Me too,’ he says, glancing at his wrist, the pale band around it enabling him to picture more vividly the watch on his bedside table, beeping and not being heard.


‘Take care of yourself now, won’t you, Dove,’ she says. Then she runs in the direction he came from, back into his past.


Dove. Most people assume it’s a nickname he has given himself. He has grown to loathe discussing it. To his mind there is nothing to discuss. As a teenager he briefly tried to assume the name John, revelling in its normality, its directness, its resilience to questioning. But it didn’t suit him and wouldn’t stick. The truth is, he doesn’t know why he’s named Dove. It’s just the name he was given, by whoever gave it to him, whenever it was he was born.


Leaving the canal in Islington, Dove weaves through the backstreets of Angel into Farringdon via Exmouth Market, where road sweepers reset the scene of the day before; the stink of wetted pavements, dirty water. The grumble of their truck reminds him of the headache. Nothing he can’t handle, just a twinge in his left temple that tugs when he turns into the wind. But he stops at a small supermarket close to his office to buy paracetamol regardless, because he still can’t quite face work, not yet.


A man in his seventies operates the till. Pink scoops of skin underline his eyes and his mottled teeth are a sandy yellow. The subplots of age. There’s an elephantine sadness to the movement of his hand across the scanner.


‘The account is one point five,’ the young man in front of Dove says to his colleague, his voice so loud it drowns out the tannoy, as he buys a pack of cigarette papers and stashes them in his breast pocket.


‘Thou?’


‘Mill. And that’s just the digital side of the business.’ He has a beard so black and thin and feeble that even up close it gives the effect it’s drawn on with an eye pencil.


‘That’s branding for you,’ his colleague says, hair gelled violently to the left in a way Dove thinks must remind everyone but him of Hitler. He is swiping through his mobile phone to show his friend a photograph of a young woman. Blonde, the pear-drop fullness of her lips pushed coquettishly towards the camera. ‘This is the one I told you about. Meeting her again tonight.’


‘Where are you going to take her?’


‘Spent a hundred and fifty quid at that restaurant so I’m hoping this time just a few drinks will be enough for a repeat performance.’ He winks, his left eye closed a second too long, and they laugh. The one with the cigarette papers takes his handful of change without once looking at the old man giving it to him, as casually as he might pump a dollop of soap into his palm. He and his colleague are still chuckling as they exit the store. Dove buys the tablets and a bottle of water, head dipped by way of apology for anyone in the vicinity of his age group. The old man doesn’t seem to notice.


Next door is a tall drab building, unremarkable yet malignant, for this is where Dove works, and where, on a bad night, his dreams take place to taunt him. They call it the Pit, which makes it sound as crowded and ferocious as the trading floor in a Wall Street bank, but the call centre for ambulance dispatch is remarkably muted, given the urgency of its business. An expanse of grey space is divided into booths by screens up to chest height, offering staff an illusory privacy. Dove’s booth is at the rear, close to a vending machine that throws an unchanging season of light across the desks; an eternal, neon midwinter. There are no windows on this side of the building; a television is mounted in the far corner, set to a news channel with the sound off. Dove squints to half read the subtitles streaking across the bottom of the screen. Black box flight recorder. Missing plane. Whale. Professor.


There have been occasions in the past: the riots, disasters, bombings, terrorist attacks, when the pictures shared an eerie correspondence with the calls coming through, and he’s imagined himself stationed at a listening post, far above an unravelling city.


‘What time do you call this?’


Cliff is the office manager. His baldness bends reflections of the strip lights into haloes as he checks an imaginary pocket watch. Cliff smiles and sticks out his tongue – a friendly gesture that leaves Dove unmoved. The joke is always the same.


‘Won’t happen again,’ Dove says, taking his seat and logging into the system, the screen immediately illuminated by a grid of pulsing lights. Each of these lights is a different call with a different emergency, and he answers whichever is next.


‘London ambulance.’


‘Hello?’ a man says. His voice is hurried and reedy. ‘I need help.’ Dove takes the man’s address. There are few scenarios he’s yet to encounter. The most common calls regard choking, strokes, road traffic accidents or heart attacks, though almost every medical situation can be handled satisfactorily until the paramedic team arrives by referring to the corresponding diagnostic checklist that appears on screen at the click of a mouse. In that sense the role is automated, and the call is a series of cues for the next instruction. But the job cannot be done by a robot, for it also demands an essence of humanity. To maintain a tone both reassuring and authoritative, as on the other end of the line life’s unnavigable map unfurls for some other poor soul to find themselves lost.


‘My son,’ the man says, ‘his hand is stuck.’


‘Where is it stuck?’


‘Behind a radiator. I told him to get his sock from behind it and . . .’ The man’s breathing speeds.


‘Try to stay calm,’ Dove says. ‘Now tell me. Is he in any pain?’


‘Not yet.’


‘Not yet?’


‘The heating has only just switched on.’


‘Can you switch it back off?’


‘That’s the thing. I can’t. It’s broken.’


Dove knows within seconds if a call will find foothold in his consciousness. He once spoke to a fifteen-year-old girl who’d abandoned her newborn daughter in a storm drain, for fear of her father finding out she’d had sex with a classmate then secretly carried his child to term. She begged Dove to save the infant’s life. When he asked her to tell him exactly where the storm drain was, she couldn’t give him an accurate answer, only that it was somewhere on Wanstead Flats. And so he had to piece together the fragments of her memory. She could see an electricity pylon. Behind that the silhouette of the Olympic Stadium to, she guessed, the south-west, because it was similar in angle to the view she always saw from the school bus. Directly to what must have been the east, street lights and traffic, which Dove figured could only have been Lake House Road, as it passed what she described as a circular muddy hollow a hundred or so metres away that he recognized from his walks there as Cat and Dog Pond (so named because it only exists when it’s been ‘raining cats and dogs’). An ambulance was dispatched, the baby found safe and well, but Dove stayed restless for weeks afterwards, his appetites for sleep and food frayed. This call, the hand behind the radiator, may linger for a shorter time, but remains for now a new and unwelcome guest in the hotel of his psyche.


Dove can hear the caller frantically pacing the room.


‘It won’t switch off!’ the man says. ‘Do you hear me? It won’t switch off!’ A pulsing orange blob moves across the grid on Dove’s monitor – an ambulance passing slowly through rush-hour traffic. In the background, a boy sobbing, high-pitched and fearful. Perhaps eight, nine years old at most.


‘What should I do?’ the man asks. Dove scrolls through the checklist.


‘It’s important to remain calm for your son’s sake as much as your own.’ The boy shrieks again.


‘He says it’s burning!’ The man shouts so loudly Dove’s headphones vibrate. ‘I can’t get it out! What can I do!?’


Dove can’t help but think of his own father, a man he has never met. Closing his eyes he sees a blank human shape, on which he superimposes his own gait and features. If they passed in the street would he recognize his own face, twisted by the years? Would there be magnets in the blood to pull them together? Are they the same man, timed to the same internal rhythm, written in the same infernal code?


‘Daddy.’ The boy’s voice is both quiet and loud, fear pitching it at a frequency Dove can barely hear.


‘They’re coming,’ the man says, and then again into the telephone, ‘They are coming, aren’t they?’


‘They’re almost there.’ The orange blob moves a couple of millimetres – in real terms, the length of a bus, maybe two.


The walls of the Pit are lined with pictures of lakes, flowers and seascapes, and beneath them small signs read words like ‘peace’ and ‘serenity’. Dove hasn’t noticed before, but he sees now they’ve been scribbled out and replaced by words like ‘anguish’ and ‘despair’. Gallows humour is a valuable currency when you’ve tried and failed to talk someone through a cardiopulmonary resuscitation.


On the telephone comes the sudden mechanical caterwaul of sirens. A door opening. Paramedics’ boots beating on a stripped wooden floor.


‘They’re here,’ the man says, and hangs up. Dove will never speak to him again, never know if the boy’s hand is saved. And yet, despite the lack of resolution, the work proves cathartic. He imagines every call as a tiny hole in a wall, bleeding light into a dark room. When he puts his eye to the hole he can see outside. He can see life. He is illuminated.


Without warning, the headache reveals itself. What pain went before was a warning shot fired across the bows, but this is something tough, something solid. Dove squeezes the throbbing pupae of his temples just as Cliff passes, licking his thumbs to wet down his eyebrows, which he only does when he’s thought of something funny to say.


‘Dove, are you OK?’ He scans the other booths, ensures his colleagues are listening. They dip their heads from his eyeline. ‘Should I call an ambulance?’ His joke told to little reaction, Cliff walks briskly back to his office, leaving Dove at his desk, rubbing his skull with both hands like a clairvoyant searching a crystal ball for visions of the future. He is almost never sick. Whoever his parents were, they apparently had strong immune systems; a thought that, on nights when he’s particularly lonely, gives Dove hope they’re alive, as though he wants to find them, as though they deserve to be found.


It happens so rarely that it’s easy for him to imagine the headache as the baby steps of death. But this isn’t how he imagined dying would feel. He imagined dying would be a draining. A move towards emptiness. But this is more as though he’s being filled, packed with something new.


And then he remembers the bog violet again. But there is more. He remembers the bog violet and the hand that once picked it. He remembers it all and it hurts and is glorious. With searing clarity: a memory that isn’t and has never been his.







   

THREE


Peter Manyweathers looked out of his third-storey window at the Brooklyn street below and the sweat dripping from the faces of the people passing by. He imagined the odours of their armpits and it made him doubly grateful for the zing of the lemon-fresh disinfectant he’d already cleaned the kitchen with once that morning.


He tossed the small book of instructions for the use of hazardous chemicals into his work bag and opened the fridge to the gleaming white teeth of near-empty shelves. An almost finished carton of orange juice, half a bottle of ketchup and two eggs a week past their use-by date – 8 June 1983. It was a balanced diet of sorts, he supposed. Clinging to that notion, he ate a bowl of dry cornflakes one by one, tossed the eggs in the garbage, leafed through his diary and considered the day ahead. Like most days, it was chiefly comprised of dirt.


He tried moulding his mousy-brown hair into presentable form, but it had grown disobedient, so he scooped it beneath a Yankees cap worn at a tilt unbecoming to his age. Raking the growth on his chin with his fingers, he twisted to glance at his profile in the mirror and knew there were middle-aged men looked far worse. Wobbling paunches. Thinning tops. False teeth. At least he had everything he was born with, and in roughly the shape it was at the start.


The kitchen was compact, no more than five steps between the oven on one wall and the door on the other; a collation of soft furnishings; sparse, dotted afterthoughts. There were fifteen minutes before he needed to leave for work. Loath to waste them, he buffed the metal sink, wiped down the countertops and mopped the floor until his reflection shone.


He left his apartment repeating the words ‘buy some milk on the way home’ and enjoyed the short walk to his lockup. The heat hadn’t yet reached the point where it became unmanageable, but was certainly on its way there. Slipping keys from his pocket, Peter unlocked the huge door of a space far too big for his one-man band, but on which he’d landed an excellent rate some years before. The sign he’d had erected above the doorway – Kingfisher Cleaning (a cute painting of a kingfisher with a feather duster poised in its beak) – still pleased him every time he saw it. Smiling, he turned on the lights, the switches shifting with a gratifying clunk, and found the place satisfactorily immaculate. Changing into his blue overalls, he readied himself as best he could for another day of unsanitary extremes.


It was never an easy job, but especially not that summer. Iowa, Missouri, Illinois and a handful of other states were posting their hottest on record. New York was boiling over. Manhattan’s mirrored walls trapped the heat inside the city: a giant greenhouse, its air shimmering with the funk of damp bodies. Tropical birds were reported nesting in Central Park. Even the kids that hung on the corner of his street were too hot to hassle anybody – not that they ever really hassled Peter, if they noticed him at all. The way they lay across the shaded steps, one on each, with their brightly coloured track tops off, made him think fondly of the bunk bed he’d once shared with his sister, Susan.


He drove to his appointment in a clapped-out sedan, its yellow shell zebra-striped with rust. According to his diary, he’d be spending much of the next week cleaning the Bronx apartment of a woman three years dead by the time anybody realized. It was impossible to know what to expect, his vast experience not equating to foresight. A number of regular contracts made up Peter’s bottom line. More often than not, if neighbours noticed a strange smell coming from next door and called the police, who found a decomposing body or sometimes even a skeleton – people who had died alone – someone called Peter.


Above all else, this line of work meant Peter understood loneliness beyond its dictionary definition, or even the sad twinge he sometimes felt, lowering his aching back onto a chilled mattress late at night. Loneliness as he knew it – in extremis – was decay, subsuming not just the person, but everything around them: the walls, the carpet and the air. He saw it every day, in a thousand grotesque manifestations. Floors that heaved with pregnant rats and inch-deep shelves of scum. Cobwebs spun round towers of plates and piles of rotting shirts. The unrelenting sadness of a solitary life.


As summer went on, Peter decided to take on an assistant, kidding himself that it might be the beginning of the business’s expansion, rather than a move born of his desire for company. He placed an advertisement in the local newspaper, half expecting it to come to nothing. The lady at the newspaper office laughed, rattling the earpiece of his telephone receiver.


‘You want an apprentice?’


‘I suppose.’


‘To clean up dead people?’


‘No, there are specialists who take care of that. I clean up whatever’s left behind.’


‘Don’t sound too appealing,’ the lady said. Peter imagined her grimace at the other end of the line and bristled.


‘Well, a successful applicant is going to have to come to terms with that pretty fast. Probably before they apply.’


‘Jeez. A lot of people want jobs, but . . .’


Placing the receiver back on the hook, he sat on the rug and conceded that the lady was right. It wasn’t an alluring prospect for anybody, even with unemployment figures at their highest since the Great Depression. The few school friends he kept track of – good, honest guys who’d grafted in steel manufacturing or automobiles – couldn’t get work holding half-price burger signs. The man on the street was being punished for the crimes of those with expensive cufflinks.


Maybe he wasn’t cut out to have a colleague. The more he thought about it, the more cleaning seemed best kept a solitary pursuit. Isn’t that what he enjoyed about it? This sense of it being him versus the task ahead. In front, the work to be done. Behind, the path of progress. There were so few signifiers of the route by which he’d stumbled through life – no marriage, no children – that the clean swathe through a grime-caked floor gave him a distinct high, or so he liked to tell himself. Lying awake at night, he wrestled with the notion of exposing another human being to the sights that regularly assailed him, least of all a young woman like Angelica Meek, the sole respondent to his advertisement.


Angelica met him outside a five-storey house on the Upper East Side of Manhattan early on a Monday morning. She watched him fumble with a bunch of keys, to find that the first seven he tried bore little relation to the shape of the hole in the door.


‘I’d ask if you want me to try,’ Angelica said, ‘but seeing as you’re my boss and this is my first morning on the job, I wouldn’t want to find the right key immediately and undermine you.’


‘I appreciate that. I think.’


Angelica was fresh out of beauty college. Her nails had tiny paintings of stars on them, her make-up was immaculate. She looked like Madonna, who, if Peter was perfectly honest, scared the shit out of him. Once he’d opened the door – if he could open the door – he reckoned on ten minutes before she quit.


‘Look, like I told you on the phone, it’s going to be horrible in there. I mean really grim. Mr Bertrecht died over two years ago and they didn’t even discover his body until last week.’


‘How can that even happen?’


‘All that I’m saying is, this is going to be far removed from anything you’re used to. So I’m still not sure why you applied.’


‘I applied because I want the job.’ She snapped on a pair of rubber gloves.


‘You can be honest,’ he said, smiling so she might relax. ‘Is this one of those situations where your parents make you get a job to pay your way, and you just take anything you can find?’ She shook her head like she’d just realized he was an asshole. He realized how patronizing he was being and wanted to start the entire day again.


‘If you think it’ll save time you can drop the concerned uncle thing and we can get started,’ she said, with a smile crooked as lightning. He didn’t know many young women. Maybe they were all this full of attitude these days. All he knew was that he liked her. He was glad she had shown up, and sorry for what she was about to see.


It was a bad one. Mr Bertrecht had lived a life of solitude, squalid and adrift. Rot. Damp. Piss. Shit. An unpalatable cocktail of odours. The mulch of an enormous newspaper collection that spanned back twenty years, smelling of eggs and grease. Old newspapers were a frequent fixture in the houses of the undiscovered. All these people had was a past of which they were barely a part.


Angelica was stoical, even when the mattress split, spewing cockroaches like coffee beans. They carried the bed outside, pulled up the carpet, then took a break. She didn’t complain once.


‘Mr Bertrecht had weeds growing up the plughole in the kitchen sink,’ she said.


‘You see that a lot. You’d be surprised how quickly nature takes back a building if you leave it untouched. Flowers. Plants. Those things are powerful. And they ain’t like human beings either. They’re forever.’


She ran a gloved finger through a thick patch of grease clinging to her plastic overalls.


‘No, I wouldn’t be surprised.’


He was delighted, and ashamed to feel shocked, when she lasted until the end of the day.


‘You did well,’ he said.


‘Do I get the job?’


‘Are you kidding me? Of course you get the job.’ They shook hands, each as dirty as the other. ‘Do you want me to talk to your parents or anything?’


‘What?’


‘Your parents. I can talk them through it.’


‘Why?’ she said. ‘I’m old enough to have a job.’


‘Well, if you were my daughter, and you got this kind of a job with a man old enough to be your father, I’d want to know a little about it. About him.’ She put her hands on her hips, tilted her head to the side. It made her seem older than her years.


‘Really, Mr Manyweathers, that isn’t something you need to do.’ He nodded and said goodbye. It was the eighties. Things had changed. He’d heard of fiercely independent teenagers. He just hadn’t expected them to be so fierce.


Cleaning Mr Bertrecht’s house took weeks, even with two of them at it all day every day. They’d scoured the floor until their backs locked in spasm. They’d lifted dust from ornate diamond chandeliers with a lightness of touch more commonly expected of archaeologists. Out of decay was emerging beauty unlike any that either of them had ever seen. Out of decay was emerging a home. Before long Peter couldn’t remember how he’d ever done the job alone.


The upstairs bathroom was the last room to be cleaned. Nothing shocked Peter any more. Rarely did he see anything he hadn’t already seen. But in that bathroom, black with grime from the floor to the ceiling, was something he’d truly never laid eyes on before. Behind the toilet cistern, in the foul crust that caked the porcelain, grew a flower so vivid that when he saw it, he jumped, as though it were a tropical spider with its front legs raised to strike. A small flash of purple, white at the centre, shining in the blackness – it was its own source of light. There, where it was cold and dark and there was nothing else of life, it had survived. But more, it had grown. It was beautiful, irresistible. He plucked it and pressed it in the only book he had in the bottom of his bag – the book of hazardous chemicals used for cleaning.


‘Peter?’ Angelica said, lifting the muzzle-shaped plastic mask from her mouth and nestling it in her hair. He stopped where he was, sodden overalls sticking to his skin. ‘Can I ask you something?’


‘Sure.’ He tossed the mangled scouring sponge he’d been using into a bucket. She opened her mouth but didn’t say anything, as though she’d changed her mind. ‘What is it?’ he said.


‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘It’s just, kind of selfish, isn’t it?’


‘What?’


‘To have a house this big and not share it with anyone.’


‘I guess,’ he said. It was a thought that hadn’t occurred to him before.


‘I think I’d like to live here,’ she said. ‘Maybe one day I will.’


‘You have a home already,’ he said, checking the watch he kept in a sealed plastic bag in his pocket. ‘Let’s go. It’s Saturday. Half day. I’ll buy you pizza.’


‘Nah.’ She flipped the mask back over her nose. He tried to argue, but couldn’t make himself heard over the noise of her coarse brush on the tiles. At the end of the day she only downed tools when he threatened to lock her in. He got the distinct feeling, as he did most nights, that she didn’t want to go home.


It was a stormy evening. The rain turned to steam as it hit the sidewalk. Peter insisted he drive her to where she needed to be.


‘I can get the train,’ she said.


‘Don’t be ridiculous. I go your way.’ He divided his equipment into piles he could easily transport to the car.


‘I don’t mind getting wet.’


‘I mind you getting wet.’ They stared at one another for a while, before she sulkily helped him load the trunk.


They’d been stuck in traffic on Brooklyn Bridge for more than an hour. He honked the horn, sparking a chorus of others running both ways across the river. She’d asked him how he got into cleaning, and he told her it was all he’d ever been good at, which was a lie. In truth he was adept at most things he put his mind to. Most things that didn’t involve other people, anyway.


‘How old are you?’ she said.


‘Forty-four.’ She whistled like he’d broken a record.


‘Then why aren’t you married?’


‘I don’t know. It just didn’t happen.’ Peter couldn’t believe he was having this conversation with someone who’d just left school.


‘Didn’t happen yet,’ she said, and smiled. Angelica opened the glove compartment, shot a pitying look at its only contents – a pair of Marigolds – then closed it again. ‘I think you’re a nice guy.’


‘Nice?’ he said, and laughed. ‘What about your parents? How long they been married?’


‘They’re not.’ She turned to look at the Manhattan skyline. ‘Mom’s not around. Dad’s a total asshole. Drinks a lot. Gets mad.’


‘I’m sorry about that.’


‘Don’t be. Just keep paying me so I can move out as soon as possible.’


‘I’ve a spare room if you ever need it,’ he said, only afterwards considering it might be a wildly inappropriate suggestion. She didn’t respond and he didn’t know what to say next.


They arrived at the lockup, the drains already flooded and the rain hitting the puddles with such force it seemed the ground was boiling.


‘I can walk from here,’ Angelica said.


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Peter said. ‘Let’s unload the car and then I’ll take you. Otherwise you’ll catch pneumonia. What use will you be to me then?’


She clenched her fists, her knuckles nudging at her skin like carp at the surface of a pond.


‘Seriously,’ she said, ‘it’s fine. But thank you, Mr Manyweathers.’


‘Peter,’ he said, and watched her walk down the street. She paused briefly at the end, far enough away that he could only just see her grubby skin against the dirty concrete walls. She looked up at an ugly steel bridge as a train passed overhead and shook nesting pigeons from the stanchions, then disappeared round the corner as a snowfall of feathers spun around her.


Instead of going back to his apartment, Peter went to Brooklyn Library, where in recent months he’d been trying to better himself. His mind whirred with thoughts of Angelica enough that he couldn’t name a single book he wanted to read.


He approached the front desk, where the librarian, an old man with a full, reddish beard that appeared to contain slivers of brass, looked him over with a disapproving sigh. Peter opened his bag to return the four novels he’d borrowed last time, none of which he’d managed to finish, and to pay the fine for them being late.


‘This isn’t one of ours,’ the librarian said, pushing a small black book back across the desk. Peter’s instruction manual of cleaning chemicals. As he was putting it back in his bag, the delicate purple flower he’d found in Mr Bertrecht’s bathroom slipped into his hand. His heart fluttered with excitement.


Peter took from the shelf a dusty encyclopedia of flowers that didn’t appear to have been opened in many years. He retired to a quiet corner, where he usually went so he couldn’t be spied upon by visiting schoolkids. Leafing through the pages, it wasn’t long before he recognized that same vivid purple. The bog violet. As he did, a small slip of paper fell out of the book, onto the table in front of him. On it was a letter, in handwriting neater than he had ever seen. Minute and measured movements looped in ink about the page, lines that swooped and circled the point where they began, like petals themselves. This is what it said.




My darling,


As my studies take me far away, this time to the Pacific (how’s that for adventure?), I write this letter for you to find in this book of yours. Feel free to tease me on my return with how dreadfully soppy I’ve become since we met. Every time you look at it, you will know I am thinking of you. This also applies when you’re not looking at it, because I am thinking of you all the time. In fact, I’m starting to wish I’d never taken a course that would have me travel so much, and for so long. Perhaps if we had met before I had enrolled I never would have enrolled at all. Maybe we would be studying flowers together. Yes, yes, I know you think I give botany short shrift in favour of my own more lively pursuits . . . but you’d be wrong! I’ve done my research (you can stop laughing now) and found six flowers so unique, so fantastic that when I think of them, they could only ever remind me of you. Here to prove it is a list.


The Gibraltar Campion


Sheep-eating plant


Kadupul Flower


The living fossil


The Udumbara


The Death Flower


I already know what you’re thinking. The sheepeater! The death flower! How can these suggestions come from the mouth of a man who professes to adore me so much, to know so much about romance? And so when I come home I will tell you exactly how every last one of them is emblematic of our love. How you and I are the sum of them. How they make up a heart. I can’t wait.


Oh I miss you. Oh I love you.


Jx
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