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THE OFFER

Days One to Four

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE
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RETURN ADDRESS

The envelopes came back in colours intended to look official and reasons intended to sound final.


GONE AWAY.

NOT KNOWN AT THIS ADDRESS.

RETURN TO SENDER.


One had acquired a grey footprint across the window. Another had been opened at the side and closed again with tape that said ROYAL MAIL in red capitals, as if the tape had witnessed the offence and wished to distance itself from it.

Nathan Price placed that one in the red tray.

He did not open it. He did not hold it to the light. He did not carry it across the road because he happened to know where the woman now lived, or thought he knew, or had once driven a borrowed microwave to a flat where her daughter said she was staying until the damp was sorted. The three versions of knowledge had different consequences. His contract had taken eight pages to explain this and still relied on him not being an idiot.

He wrote the date on the returned-mail log, copied the reference number from the envelope and selected ADDRESS REVIEW REQUIRED from a drop-down list that offered fourteen alternatives and no option for THE ADDRESS WAS TRUE WHEN YOU SENT IT.

The temporary estate office had once sold mobile-phone cases. The old wall hooks remained behind the desks, a grid of small white teeth waiting for merchandise that would not return. Hawthorn Community Homes had painted over the lime-green walls, but the colour emerged around the plug sockets and beneath the radiator whenever the heating warmed. A printed sign on the front window said RESIDENT LIAISON OFFICE in letters large enough to suggest permanence. Beneath it, in smaller type, were the opening hours and a telephone number that diverted to a call centre after four.

Nathan’s badge said:


NATHAN PRICE
RESIDENT LIAISON OFFICER
FIXED-TERM CONTRACT ENDS 30 SEPTEMBER

The end date had been his condition. Hawthorn Community Homes had agreed because the role was funded for twelve months, not because anyone admired his boundaries. He wore the badge on a blue cord that twisted the date against his chest whenever somebody asked him to do something outside the job.

At eight twenty-three, three minutes after opening, a man in a fluorescent work jacket pushed through the door and put a council-tax bill on Nathan’s desk.

“Wrong,” the man said.

“What part?”

“The whole thing.”

Nathan looked at the name through the window. “It’s addressed to you.”

“Exactly.”

The man lived in temporary accommodation off the Coventry Road and had been sent the bill for his former flat in Hawthorn House, which had been empty behind fencing for fifteen months. Nathan knew this because the man had shown him the same bill last week, and because the provider’s records continued to list Hawthorn House as the man’s principal address for one purpose and not for another.

“This is council tax,” Nathan said. “We can help you send the closure evidence again, but we can’t change their account from here.”

“You sent it.”

“The council sent it.”

“They got the address from you.”

“Probably.”

“So you sent it with extra people.”

Nathan turned the bill over. Somebody at the council had printed a note across the back: OCCUPANCY STATUS UNDER REVIEW.

“Sit down,” he said.

“I’ve got work.”

“Then don’t sit down. I need two minutes and permission to scan this.”

The man gave permission by pushing the bill closer.

Nathan scanned the front and back, attached both images to the existing case and added a note that the resident remained displaced under provider arrangements. He selected SEND TO REVENUES LIAISON and read the wording aloud before pressing submit. The man watched the screen as if Nathan might add a confession between the lines.

“That means they stop it?”

“It means the right team gets the evidence again.”

“So no.”

“It means I’m not promising a decision I don’t make.”

The man took the bill. “That badge has made you worse.”

“Worse than what?”

“You used to just sort things.”

“I used to move boxes in a warehouse.”

“You sorted those.”

“They did not appeal.”

The man left without smiling. Nathan marked the case for review in five working days and resisted the urge to put a shorter date. A short date did not make another organisation move faster. It only made the reminder return to him sooner.

Across the road, the upper floors of Hawthorn House were visible above the parade of shops. The building had been dark for fifteen months, except for security lights that came on before dusk and remained after dawn because the timer had never agreed with the season. Mesh fencing surrounded the entrances. A white board fixed to the gate listed the site manager, emergency number and prohibition notice in weather-softened print. Somebody had written STILL OURS along the bottom in black marker. Somebody else had drawn a question mark after it.

Nathan had reported the writing because the site log required it. He had also declined the contractor’s request to identify who might have done it.

At eight thirty-eight, before the reminder had saved, a woman called from a number Nathan recognised and did not name aloud.

“You sent my ballot thing to my brother,” she said.

“I have not sent ballot packs.”

“Your company did.”

“Which document?”

“The one with the tower on it.”

“That sounds like the launch invitation. Did your brother open it?”

“He opened the outside.”

“The envelope?”

“He says he thought it was his.”

“Was his name on it?”

“No.”

Nathan opened the caller’s case. Her correspondence route had changed twice since the evacuation: first to her brother’s house, then to a rented room in Handsworth, then to email only after she moved again. The general housing record showed the second address. The engagement system showed the first. Nathan’s liaison notes showed neither because she had asked that no physical address be displayed to his team.

“What contact route did you last agree for Hawthorn updates?” he asked.

“Email.”

“Do you want that to remain the only route?”

“Yes.”

“I can record the failure and ask the mailing team to remove the old address from this project. I cannot promise it disappears from every provider system from this screen.”

“Why not?”

“Because I do not have access to every system.”

“You work for them.”

“I work in one office with a password.”

“That is not my problem.”

“No. It is the provider’s problem. I’m telling you which part I can do and which part I have to escalate.”

The woman went quiet. Nathan heard a child asking for cereal in the background.

“Will my brother get the vote?” she asked.

“Receiving post does not make him eligible or give him your vote.”

“How do you know?”

“Because those are separate things.”

“You people say that whenever the separate things have already happened together.”

Nathan wrote the sentence in his notes without quotation marks. “I am marking this urgent because the wrong route was used. Do you want your brother contacted to destroy or return the pack?”

“No. I’ll deal with him.”

“Do you want a replacement by email?”

“Yes.”

“Anything else I am permitted to record?”

“No.”

He read back the request, including the fact that she had not consented to her current address being collected during the call. She corrected one word: not old address, unsafe address. Nathan changed it.

After the call, the system required a category. He selected CONFIDENTIAL CONTACT ROUTE FAILURE. A warning appeared:


HIGH PRIORITY CATEGORIES REQUIRE MANAGER AUTHORISATION.


He submitted it anyway.

The case joined the queue with a red border. Nathan could not see who had authority to remove the address from the engagement database. The system could display urgency without displaying ownership, which was a useful way of making concern look employed.

At eight forty, he processed two more returned envelopes and one redirected pack whose new address field had been covered with black ink by the recipient before she handed it in. He did not ask what lay beneath. He recorded the resident’s chosen contact route and placed the pack in the locked cabinet for collection.

At eight fifty-six, the office phone rang.

“Hawthorn resident liaison. Nathan speaking.”

A woman asked whether demolition was now confirmed.

“No.”

“Paula says there’s a meeting.”

“There is an announcement this afternoon.”

“About demolition.”

“I haven’t been given the final papers yet.”

“So yes.”

“So there is an announcement.”

She lowered her voice. “You can tell me.”

“I can tell you what I have.”

“What have you got?”

“A meeting time, a room booking and six boxes of name badges.”

“That’s demolition, then.”

She ended the call before he could disagree. Nathan looked at the six boxes under the second desk. The badges were blank except for a narrow printed line at the bottom:


VALID FOR THIS EVENT ONLY.


He had insisted on the sentence after residents kept turning up to later meetings wearing old badges and being waved through as if laminated card carried continuing authority. Marcus Vale had called it unnecessarily defensive. Nathan had called it a printer setting.

The door opened again.

Tia Morgan came in carrying a white envelope by one corner. She wore a supermarket polo shirt beneath an unfastened coat and had rain caught in the ends of her braids, although it had stopped ten minutes earlier. Her shift started at ten. She had told Nathan this twice by message and once in person, not as information but as a boundary against a conversation expanding.

“Thirty seconds,” she said.

“You’re already using them.”

She put the envelope on the desk. It was addressed to AFFECTED RESIDENT, followed by her name and the supported-accommodation address she had given the provider for correspondence. The words were printed above a colour photograph of Hawthorn House taken before the fire, when washing still hung from three balconies and Ray’s old window contained a row of tomato plants that never produced enough tomatoes to justify the string.

“What does that mean?” Tia asked.

Nathan looked at the envelope. “Which part?”

“Affected resident.”

“It means you were recorded as somebody affected by the evacuation.”

“For how long?”

He did not answer quickly enough.

Tia tapped the words with one fingernail. “There. That pause. That’s why I came in.”

Nathan opened the correspondence system and searched her reference. The screen showed the categories established after the fire: registered tenant, household member, leaseholder, temporary occupier, visitor, affected person, support referral. Tia’s record carried only the last two. A note restricted access to her prior accommodation history. Another confirmed that she had not asked to be added to Nathan’s former tenancy or represented as a member of his household.

“The category is still active because Hawthorn House is unresolved,” he said.

“That sentence has four hiding places.”

“It means the provider still has to contact you about decisions that may affect what support you’re offered.”

“What decisions?”

“The announcement may say.”

“Demolition.”

“I haven’t seen the papers.”

“You work here.”

“I know where the spare toner is. They don’t tell toner about land.”

She sat in the visitor chair despite the thirty-second limit. Nathan did not mention it.

“If they knock it down,” she said, “what am I affected as?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“I didn’t have a tenancy.”

“I know.”

“I didn’t have a right to go back.”

“I know.”

“So if they vote on going back, why send me this?”

Nathan turned the envelope over. The seal was unbroken.

“I can open my own post,” Tia said.

“I was checking whether it says what type of communication it is.”

“It says important information inside. That usually means important to the sender.”

She opened it with her thumb. The pack contained one sheet inviting her to an online and in-person launch about the future of Hawthorn House. A grey box explained that the invitation did not confirm tenancy, rehousing or voting eligibility. The disclaimer occupied more space than the event details.

Tia read it once.

“So I’m affected enough to attend and not affected enough to decide.”

“It doesn’t say that.”

“It says it in office.”

Nathan reached for the sheet. She did not give it to him.

“I need to see the exact wording.”

“You have your own printer.”

“I have not been sent that version.”

“That sounds like a you problem with a salary.”

She read the grey box aloud, slower than the words required. “Participation in consultation does not determine formal eligibility under any future resident ballot or individual rehousing offer.” She looked at him. “How many things is that?”

“Three, at least.”

“Good. Because they’ve put it in one paragraph.”

Nathan wrote the sentence on a pad. He did not write TIA OBJECTED. She had asked a question. Systems enjoyed converting questions into positions because positions could be counted.

“Do you want me to register an access or wording issue?” he asked.

“I want to know whether I’m a resident when you need a person in a room and not a resident when the room makes a decision.”

“That is not a yes-or-no complaint category.”

“Then improve your categories.”

“My badge expires before the categories do.”

Tia stood. “Convenient.”

“It was printed deliberately.”

She put the invitation in her coat pocket. At the door, she turned back.

“You going to the announcement?”

“I’m working it.”

“That wasn’t what I asked.”

Nathan looked at the boxes of badges, the returned post, the screen that named Tia in two incompatible ways depending on the menu.

“Yes,” he said. “I’m going.”

“Good. Listen in both jobs.”

She left for work.

At nine twelve, Nathan’s computer chimed. A calendar invitation appeared from Marcus Vale, Regeneration Director, marked HIGH IMPORTANCE. The subject line read HAWTHORN FUTURE PROPOSAL — STAFF BRIEFING 09:30. Attached were two spreadsheets and a draft statement.

Nathan opened the first spreadsheet.


PROVISIONAL RESIDENT BALLOT ELECTORATE.


Eighty-seven names.

The second was called HAWTHORN HOUSE AFFECTED PERSONS — CONTACT STATUS.

One hundred and twelve names.

He did not need to scroll far to find Tia in the second and absent from the first.

A column in the electorate showed VERIFIED CONTACT. Most cells contained YES, NO or ATTEMPTED. Three were blank. One address belonged to a temporary flat Nathan knew had been vacated in February. Another was the old route that Pam Carter had ordered removed from general correspondence after the fire. He stopped there, moved his hand from the mouse and checked the access banner at the top of the file.


INTERNAL WORKING DOCUMENT. DO NOT REDISTRIBUTE.


The draft statement said Hawthorn Community Homes had completed extensive engagement with all displaced residents and would now place a fully developed replacement proposal before them.

All displaced residents.

Nathan opened the signature request beneath the attachments.

Please certify that resident contact details have been verified and that the attached provisional electorate is representative of the Hawthorn House community to the best of your knowledge.

There were two buttons.


CERTIFY.

RETURN WITH COMMENT.


The phone rang. Somebody knocked on the glass. A delivery driver placed three more boxes of launch packs inside the doorway without waiting for a signature and said the office had taken them yesterday.

Nathan looked at the two lists again.

The larger one said who had been moved.

The smaller one said who might decide.

Neither said what representative meant, and the request placed the word beside his name as if familiarity were authority with cheaper stationery.

He pressed RETURN WITH COMMENT.

In the box, he wrote:

I can verify recorded contact attempts within my assigned caseload. I cannot certify that this electorate represents every person affected by Hawthorn House, and I do not administer ballot eligibility. Please amend the requested declaration and identify the authorised decision-maker for disputed or excluded cases.

He read it twice. The second time, it sounded like something written by a person whose badge had made him worse.

Nathan sent it anyway.
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TWENTY-ONE DAYS

Debbie read the back pages first.

The front of the proposal contained people who did not live on Hawthorn Estate walking beneath trees that did not yet exist. A child in a yellow coat rolled a scooter across paving too clean to have received a delivery. An older man held a paper cup beside a raised flower bed. The cup had a lid. The man had no shopping.

The back contained ventilation rates, proposed service access, commercial floor depths and a paragraph headed INDICATIVE OCCUPATIONAL COSTS.

She opened the pack flat on the laundry counter and put a tin of safety pins on the corner to stop the pages closing themselves.

“Twenty-one days,” Trevor Moss said.

“That is what the number says.”

“For the vote.”

“For the process described on page six, which includes a provisional register, an objection period, two information sessions, an independent adviser and a vote.”

Trevor leaned over the counter. “So the vote.”

“Your ability to remove the middle of a sentence is not a public service.”

He had recovered the habit of wearing a residents’ association fleece without recovering the office of chair. The word HAWTHORN remained embroidered over his chest from before his resignation. Beneath it, a pale rectangle showed where his name badge had once been. People still asked him questions as if thread carried mandate. Trevor answered most of them, then remembered halfway through that he was no longer meant to.

Paula Greene stood beside the parcel shelves with her own copy of the proposal unopened beneath one arm. She was photographing the table of contents.

“Why are you photographing contents?” Trevor asked.

“So I know if they change the contents.”

“They won’t change a printed pack.”

“They changed the fire update online three times.”

“They corrected it.”

“Yes.” Paula took another photograph. “That’s what changes are called when someone admits them.”

The first washing machine in the row completed its spin and unlocked with a heavy click. A woman at the folding table looked towards it, decided the sound belonged to somebody else and continued separating socks by size rather than owner. The laundry smelt of detergent, warm cotton and the damp rubber seal Debbie had ordered twice and received once in the wrong diameter.

A cardboard display stood near the door:


HAWTHORN HOUSE FUTURE PROPOSAL
INFORMATION LAUNCH TODAY
COMMUNITY HALL — 2 P.M. TO 7 P.M.

Underneath, in smaller print:


PROVISIONAL BALLOT PERIOD: TWENTY-ONE DAYS


Residents had begun arriving before ten with packs they claimed not to understand and opinions they had formed from the envelope.

Debbie turned to the proposed commercial plan.

The replacement development showed two lower blocks where Hawthorn House stood and a street-facing row of units along the parade. One was marked FLEXIBLE COMMUNITY / COMMERCIAL SPACE. Another said LOCAL SERVICE UNIT — PROVISIONAL. Neither said laundry. The delivery route came from a side street and narrowed before the loading bay. The plan gave no turning circle for the linen van.

“They’ve put the dryers against an internal wall,” she said.

Trevor looked. “Those are sample units.”

“They’ve put something against an internal wall.”

“It could be anything.”

“It has six rectangles and a service counter.”

“Could be a gym.”

“No mirrors. People who pay to sweat require evidence.”

Paula finally opened her pack. “It says existing local services will be supported to explore relocation.”

“Explore is what organisations say before charging you for a map,” Debbie said.

The door chime sounded.

Ray Bennett entered using a black rollator with red brake cables and a shopping bag suspended from the frame. He disliked the word rollator and called it the trolley, which meant the shop now contained three objects called trolley and one human called Trevor who answered when Debbie said any of them sharply enough.

Ray stopped inside the doorway and waited for his right leg to settle. Fifteen months in the ground-floor temporary flat had improved his strength and reduced his patience with anyone who described the improvement as getting back to normal.

Debbie moved the detergent display six inches without commenting.

Ray noticed. “It was not in my way.”

“It was in the door’s way.”

“The door does not use a trolley.”

“It has hinges. Same attitude.”

He parked beside the counter and placed his pack on top of hers.

“Lift?” he asked.

“Two in each block, according to the summary.”

“Fire lift?”

“Does not say in the summary.”

“Refuge?”

“Page forty-two refers to protected waiting spaces subject to detailed design.”

“Bathroom turn?”

“The example accessible flat has a turning circle drawn in blue.”

“Dimensions?”

“Not on the picture.”

Ray made a sound of disapproval through his nose.

Trevor said, “It’s an outline proposal. They can’t put every measurement in.”

“They can put the child’s scooter in,” Ray said.

“The scooter is not a measurement.”

“Exactly.”

Debbie slid page forty-two towards Ray. He read with his finger beneath the lines. His left hand still lost strength when tired; the finger prevented his place moving without permission.

“Two lifts fail together,” he said.

“They’re proposing separate supplies,” Paula replied.

“Proposing where?”

She found the paragraph. Ray read it.

“Good,” he said.

Trevor looked surprised. “You like it.”

“I like separate supplies.”

“That’s the scheme.”

“That is one sentence in the scheme.”

Debbie watched Ray’s face as he moved to the section on accessible homes. He had spent the first months after the fire refusing to call his temporary flat temporary. Then he had spent another three refusing to call it home, as if the word might cancel Hawthorn House by taking effect elsewhere. Now he kept basil on the kitchen sill and had paid for a stronger shelf in the shower. The provider called those choices personalisation. Ray called them not dropping the soap.

“Where are the workshops?” he asked.

“Shared activity room on the ground floor.”

“That is not a workshop.”

“It could contain work.”

“It could contain yoga.”

Trevor said, “You object to everything they haven’t drawn.”

Ray looked at him. “I have lived in things they drew.”

The dryers stopped in sequence. For three seconds, the shop became quiet enough to hear traffic on Hawthorn Road and the electric buzz from the OPEN sign.

Paula turned to the section headed YOUR SAY.

“The register closes for initial checks in four days,” she said. “Then objections. Then ballot.”

“Twenty-one days,” Trevor repeated. “They want an answer.”

“They want a mandate before the funding window closes,” Paula said.

“Same thing if we want the money.”

“No.”

“What do you want, another fifteen months in temporary flats while they commission a feelings survey?”

“I want the documents they used to decide repair is no longer preferred.”

“They’re in the appendices.”

“Summaries are in the appendices.”

Trevor put both palms on the counter. “This is what people said they wanted. Safe homes. Lower blocks. Proper lifts. A community room. Right to return.”

“Conditional right,” Debbie said.

He turned to her. “You’re doing it now.”

“Reading?”

“Making every positive sound suspicious.”

“I said conditional because the word conditional is printed before right.”

“You support it or you don’t.”

Debbie looked at the plan again. The proposed blocks were six and seven storeys, lower than Hawthorn House but not low. The drawings showed wide entrances, level thresholds and planted space where the fenced hardstanding now collected cans. The social-rent commitment was written clearly. So was the promise that qualifying households would receive an individual offer. The conditions sat elsewhere.

“I support not moving Ray into a building where he has to negotiate eleven floors,” she said. “I support a laundry with extraction that does not set fire to the ceiling. I support replacement social homes if replacement means replacement. I have questions about everything between those statements.”

Trevor smiled. “That’s a yes with paperwork.”

“It is a sentence you may not shorten.”

The shop phone rang. Donna, now working three mornings a week behind the counter under a rota she treated as a suggestion, reached it before Debbie.

“Fielding’s Laundry,” she said. “No, we do not run the ballot. No, Debbie has not decided for the estate.” She listened. “I know you didn’t say she had. You asked what she thought before saying your own name.”

Debbie looked at her.

Donna covered the mouthpiece. “Learning.”

“Dangerous at your age.”

Donna returned to the caller. “The information launch is at two. If you need large print, the number is on the back. No, not Debbie’s number.”

Ray folded the corner of page forty-two, then unfolded it when Paula objected to damaging the evidence.

“What is the rent?” he asked.

“Social-rent homes are described as social rent,” Debbie said.

“That is a category.”

“Estimated increases subject to annual policy and individual circumstances.”

“That is fog.”

Paula pointed to a table. “Current tenants keep protected status under the offer, but service charges are estimated later.”

Ray tapped the paper. “Lift costs money.”

“Not having one cost you more,” Trevor said.

Ray’s hand stopped.

Trevor realised the sentence had reached the wrong place. “I meant—”

“I know what you meant.” Ray released the paper. “That is why it matters what the lift costs.”

At eleven thirty, the laundry had become an unofficial reading room. Debbie refused to let anyone pin campaign material to the noticeboard before the launch. She allowed Paula to post a list of requested documents because it contained no recommendation. She allowed Trevor to leave a sheet headed QUESTIONS FOR A YES because questions were still questions, although three contained exclamation marks.

A woman from the low-rise flats asked whether she could vote because her mother had lived in Hawthorn House. A leaseholder asked whether a yes meant accepting the provider’s valuation. A former adult household member asked whether the words qualifying resident included him. Debbie directed each person to the published enquiry route and wrote the unanswered questions on brown parcel paper behind the counter.

By twelve fifteen, the paper contained twenty-seven lines.


WHO VOTES?

WHO RETURNS?

SAME RENT OR SAME TENURE?

WHAT HAPPENS IF PLANNING CHANGES THE DESIGN?

WHERE DO SHOPS GO DURING BUILD?

WHO PAYS SERVICE CHARGE FOR LIFTS?

CAN A YES VOTER CHOOSE NOT TO RETURN?


Ray read the last question twice.

“Obvious,” Trevor said. “Course they can.”

“Then it can be written,” Ray replied.

The parcel scanner beeped behind Donna. She lifted a box labelled FRAGILE and shook it once.

“Do not investigate fragility,” Debbie said.

“I’m seeing if it’s already broken.”

“That is how you join the cause.”

At twelve thirty-two, Amina Yusuf came in carrying a proposal pack inside a clear freezer bag. She lived in one of the temporary flats near Small Heath with her mother and two daughters. The freezer bag had protected the papers from rain and from the younger daughter, who had drawn a green sun on every letter sent during the first six months after the fire.

“My mother says this is a trick,” Amina said.

Trevor turned from the noticeboard. “It isn’t a trick.”

Amina looked at him. “I did not ask the man wearing the old committee.”

Trevor looked down at the fleece. “It’s warm.”

“It is September.”

Debbie pulled a chair from beside the folding table. “What part does your mother think is a trick?”

“The right to return. She says they will offer us a flat we cannot afford, call it a return, then say we refused.”

Paula opened the resident-offer section. “It says qualifying social tenants will be offered replacement social-rent homes.”

“Service charge,” Amina said. “My mother does not separate rent from what leaves the bank.”

“Reasonable,” Ray said.

Trevor moved closer. “The new place will cost less to heat.”

“That is not the same bill.”

“No, but it matters.”

“So does the lift. So does the door entry. So does cleaning the courtyard they have filled with trees.”

Debbie turned to the indicative-cost page. The table listed categories without amounts: rent, service charge, utilities, contents insurance, parking where applicable. A note said estimates would be issued before the ballot.

“When?” Amina asked.

“Before the vote, according to this.”

“Before means one day before?”

“It should not.”

“Does it?”

“Unanswered.”

Amina placed the freezer bag on the counter. “My mother does not use email. She cannot come today because her knees are bad and the replacement bus takes two changes. If they send figures in small writing next week, has she been consulted?”

Paula wrote the question. Trevor opened his mouth, then closed it.

Debbie said, “What format does she use for other housing letters?”

“Large print. They know.”

“Has this pack arrived in large print?”

“No.”

Debbie took one of Marcus’s large-print packs from beneath the counter. “This is general, not addressed. Take it. We will record that the wrong format arrived and ask who corrects the mailing list.”

“Will that make me support it?” Amina asked.

“It will make the letters larger.”

Amina smiled for the first time. “Good. One problem at a time.”

She left the standard pack in the freezer bag as evidence and carried the large-print version beneath her arm.

Debbie wrote AMINA / MOTHER — LARGE PRINT FLAG NOT USED on the brown paper. The question occupied more room than the words WHO VOTES? because practical failures refused summary.

Ray looked towards the dryers. “New shop needs somewhere people can sit.”

“The plan shows a waiting area.”

“Shows four chairs.”

“This shop has three.”

“One is under parcels.”

“That chair knows what it did.”

Ray rolled himself a little closer to the machines. “Floor needs to hold these.”

“New machines may be lighter.”

“Water is not.”

Debbie looked down. The vinyl near washer four had lifted along one edge after years of vibration. Beneath it, the concrete carried a hairline crack repaired before Lisa left school. The shop’s faults were familiar enough to feel like property. The new unit’s faults existed only as missing numbers.

That did not make the old floor safer or the new floor trustworthy. It made both require looking at.

The front door opened. A man in a dark blue suit stepped inside and paused while his eyes adjusted from the street. He was in his mid-forties, broad across the shoulders without looking athletic, and carried a slim leather folder beneath one arm. His visitor badge said MARCUS VALE — HAWTHORN COMMUNITY HOMES. The badge had no end time.

Trevor straightened. Paula lowered her phone without putting it away. Ray remained seated.

Marcus smiled at the room as if he recognised the arrangement and understood that he had entered a place where everybody would notice what he did with his hands.

“Ms Fielding,” he said.

“Debbie.”

“Marcus Vale. We met at the fire review.”

“You spoke for nineteen minutes and called it ten.”

“Then I’m already documented.”

He placed a bundle of large-print packs on the counter. “These were delivered to the hall in error. We thought residents might collect from here as well.”

“Who will record collection?”

“The packs aren’t individually addressed.”

“Good.”

Marcus glanced at the brown paper of questions. “That is useful.”

“It is visible. Useful depends on answers.”

“I expect we’ll answer many this afternoon.”

“Many is not a number I can tick off.”

“No.” He looked towards Trevor and Paula. “The formal session begins at two. The exhibition remains open until seven. The first resident meeting is Thursday evening, after people have had time to read.”

“Three days is time?” Paula asked.

“It is time before the first meeting, not the end of consultation.”

“Twenty-one days,” Trevor said, almost approvingly.

Marcus nodded. “Twenty-one.”

His eyes returned to Debbie. “Could I ask for fifteen minutes after the launch? There is a commercial-continuity matter connected to this unit.”

Debbie looked down at the plan. The laundry sat outside Hawthorn House but inside the red boundary line drawn around the proposed frontage and service access.

“What matter?”

“I would rather show you the paper than summarise it in the shop.”

“Why?”

“Because it concerns a potential future unit and provisional terms.”

Trevor’s eyebrows lifted. Paula’s phone remained lowered, but the screen was awake.

Debbie said, “Is the paper confidential?”

“No. It is pre-negotiation and commercially sensitive in parts. You can take advice before responding.”

“Have you offered papers to the other traders?”

“Not the same paper. The proposed boundary affects each business differently.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the answer I have until we discuss the site plan.”

Ray looked at Debbie. He did not ask what she would do. That irritated her because it left the decision cleanly hers.

“Five thirty,” she said. “The shop shuts at six. If it takes longer, it was not a fifteen-minute matter.”

Marcus opened the leather folder and wrote the time. “Agreed.”

He left the large-print packs and went back to the hall.

Trevor waited until the door closed.

“A unit,” he said.

“A potential future unit,” Debbie replied.

“In the new scheme.”

“In the proposed scheme.”

Paula looked at the plan, then at Debbie. “You should find out what it is.”

“I have just arranged to.”

“And write down when they offered it.”

“I know today’s date.”

“That is not what I said.”

Debbie lifted the safety-pin tin from the page and closed the pack.

Behind the glossy cover, the child in the yellow coat continued towards a building that did not exist. Twenty-one days had begun before anyone voted. The laundry had already acquired a possible place inside the answer.
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CHAPTER THREE
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THE MODEL

Pam joined the exhibition as P. Carter and turned her camera off before the picture loaded.

The platform replaced her face with a grey circle containing the letter P. Beneath it appeared the name she had typed and a small green symbol that said her microphone worked. She muted it.

Luke sat at the other end of the kitchen table with his college application open on a laptop. He wore headphones around his neck without playing anything. At eighteen, he had developed the ability to appear absent while hearing every sentence that included his name.

“You can use Pam,” he said.

“I am using Pam.”

“It says P.”

“That is the amount they need.”

“They already know your surname.”

“They know one surname attached to one reference. The people in the room do not need the rest.”

Luke looked back at the application. “You’re going to ask a question.”

“I may.”

“Then they’ll know it’s you.”

“Knowing who is speaking is not the same as knowing where the speaker sleeps.”

He nodded as if accepting the distinction for later use against somebody else.

The kitchen belonged to the flat in the way Hawthorn House never had. The cupboard doors closed properly. The extractor fan removed steam rather than redistributing it. The windows looked towards a row of back gardens and a primary-school roof instead of across balconies where other people could see when Pam was awake. The housing association called the tenancy settled accommodation. Pam
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