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Part One: Discovery
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Chapter 1: The Boy from Dunmore
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The rain had been falling on the town of Dunmore since Tuesday, and by Thursday evening it showed no intention of stopping. It came in sideways off the Irish Sea, flattening the grass on the headland and rattling the single-pane windows of the terraced houses along Harbour Street with a persistence that the residents had long since ceased to notice. It was simply autumn in a coastal Scottish town — wet, grey, and absolute.

Inside the Anchor and Rope public house, which occupied the ground floor of a converted Victorian warehouse at the harbour end of the high street, the world was considerably warmer. Condensation crept down the inside of the windows, blurring the neon signs of the off-licence across the road into watercolour smears of red and amber. The air smelled of stale ale and wood smoke and something fried from the kitchen, and roughly thirty people were arranged around tables or propped against the bar in various states of Friday evening unwinding.

At the far end of the room, on a small, raised platform that served as the pub’s performance area — usually occupied by nothing more ambitious than a karaoke machine on Wednesday nights — a young man sat on a wooden stool with an acoustic guitar across his knee. He was twenty-two years old, slight in the shoulders but with large hands that seemed disproportionate to the rest of him, fingers curled around the neck of a battered Yamaha FG-180 that he’d saved up for over fourteen months of weekend shifts at his uncle’s hardware shop. His name was Daniel Callum Reid, and he went by Cal.

Cal had been playing at the Anchor since he was nineteen, when Tommy Gillespie, the landlord, had caught him singing in the car park one evening after closing time and offered him ten pounds and a free meal to play for two hours on a Thursday. That arrangement had evolved, over three years, into a Friday residency paying thirty-five pounds plus expenses, which in practical terms meant he could eat and drink for nothing on the nights he played. He was, by any measure, the most talented thing to come out of Dunmore since the town had produced a junior swimming champion in 1971, though Cal himself would have been embarrassed to hear that comparison made.

He played without a setlist. He never had used one. He simply sat down and began, feeling his way through the evening the way a sailor reads weather — instinctively, attentively, adjusting course without making a fuss about it. He’d start with something familiar and comfortable to draw the room in: a Simon and Garfunkel cover perhaps, or a Sting song slightly reimagined in a minor key. Then he’d slip in one of his own, watching faces to gauge whether the room was ready for something that didn’t have the comfortable hooks of familiarity. Sometimes they were. Sometimes he’d lose them and have to pull them back with a Springsteen number or something from The Beatles.

Tonight he was playing well. He could feel it — that particular alignment of breath and fingers and voice and intent that, when it happened, made the instrument feel less like a tool and more like an extension of his own nervous system. He was singing a song he’d written himself over the previous winter, a piece about a man watching his father’s fishing boat come into harbour after a storm. It was called “The Long Water Home,” and it was, though Cal didn’t quite know it yet, extraordinary.

The room had gone quiet. This happened sometimes — a gradual settling, a turning of attention, as though the audience were a single organism that had just remembered it was listening. Conversations thinned and died. Glasses were set down. Even Tommy behind the bar had stopped polishing and was standing with a cloth in one hand and a pint glass in the other, both forgotten.

At a table near the back of the room, partially obscured by a supporting pillar, sat a woman who had arrived at the Anchor forty minutes earlier and ordered a gin and tonic that she had barely touched. She was perhaps forty, dressed in clothes that were slightly too stylish for a pub in Dunmore — a long charcoal coat, a silk scarf in deep burgundy wound around her neck, her dark hair cut short and precise. She had the look of someone accustomed to looking without being seen, and she was watching Cal with an expression of focused, almost clinical attention, her chin resting on one hand, a small leather notebook open on the table in front of her.

Her name was Vivienne Cross. She worked for a London-based management and recording company called Meridian Artist Management, and she had been in Dunmore for less than twenty-four hours, having driven up from Glasgow that morning on what she privately considered a wild goose chase. A contact of hers — a session musician who’d grown up in the area — had mentioned in passing that there was a kid playing in a pub on the harbour who was worth hearing. Vivienne had driven up because she trusted the contact’s ear, and because Meridian’s roster was light on singer-songwriters with genuine range, and because she had learned long ago that genuine talent almost never lived where you expected it to.

She was not given to easy enthusiasm. She’d spent fifteen years in the music industry and had developed a finely calibrated resistance to being impressed, a kind of professional immunity built up through years of exposure to people who were very good at appearing extraordinary without being so. She could tell, usually within ninety seconds, whether something was real.

She’d known within thirty seconds of Cal beginning “The Long Water Home.”

It wasn’t just the voice, though the voice was remarkable — a baritone with an upper reach that narrowed seamlessly into a clear, emotionally precise tenor, capable of delivering both warmth and devastation within the same phrase. It was the whole architecture of the thing: the way the song was constructed, the intelligence of the chord choices, the specificity of the imagery (“your hands on the wheel like a held prayer / the gulls falling back like grey smoke”), the way he controlled dynamics not for show but because the song required it. This was not a gifted amateur playing songs he’d learned to love. This was a songwriter.

Vivienne turned a page in her notebook and wrote three words.

Find out everything.

Cal finished the song into a silence that lasted perhaps three seconds before the applause began — genuine applause, the kind that comes with a quality of surprise attached to it, the audience rewarding both the performance and their own unexpected pleasure. He looked up from the guitar with an expression that mixed pleasure and a certain sheepishness, as though he’d been caught doing something private, and nodded his acknowledgement.

He played for another forty minutes, working his way through two more originals and a scattering of covers. When he finished for the night, Tommy poured him a pint without being asked and set it on the end of the bar.

“Good tonight,” Tommy said, which, from Tommy, was the equivalent of a standing ovation.

“Thanks.” Cal leaned the guitar against the wall and reached for the pint. “Room was with me.”

“Aye, they were.” Tommy went back to the glasses.

Cal sat for a moment, coming down slowly from the particular kind of alertness that performing induced in him — a heightened state that took time to dissolve, like colour fading from a sky after sunset. He was aware, vaguely, of someone approaching from his left, but didn’t look up immediately, assuming it was one of the regulars wanting to talk about the Springsteen number he’d played near the end.

“Daniel Reid?”

He looked up. The woman in the charcoal coat was standing a careful distance away, not close enough to crowd him, holding her gin and tonic.

“Cal,” he said automatically.

“I’m sorry?”

“People call me Cal. Not Daniel.” He paused. “Sorry. Can I help you?”

“I hope so.” She pulled out the stool beside him without quite asking permission but did it with such natural authority that it didn’t feel presumptuous. “My name is Vivienne Cross. I work for a management company based in London. I’ve been listening to you tonight, and I’d like to have a conversation, if you’re willing.”

Cal looked at her for a moment. She did not have the look of a fan, or of someone with a personal agenda. She had the focused, slightly remote look of someone conducting an evaluation.

“A management company,” he repeated.

“Meridian Artist Management. You may not have heard of us.”

“I’ve heard of you.” He had, in fact — through a music magazine he subscribed to, through conversations with other musicians he played with occasionally in Glasgow. Meridian was not the largest firm in the UK, but it had a reputation for developing talent carefully and for the longevity of its artists’ careers. He hadn’t expected to be sitting in a pub in Dunmore having this particular conversation.

“Then you’ll know we take our work seriously,” Vivienne said. “Can I buy you a drink, and can we talk?”

Cal looked at his half-finished pint, and then at Vivienne Cross, and then — almost involuntarily — at the door, as though considering an exit. He had a girlfriend who would be wondering where he was. He had an early start at the hardware shop in the morning. He had a comfortable life in Dunmore that fit him like an old coat, and he was simultaneously aware that it was too small for him and frightened of acknowledging it.

“Aye,” he said. “All right.”
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Chapter 2: The Conversation That Changed Everything
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They talked for two hours. Tommy brought them drinks without being asked, with the perceptiveness of a good landlord, and gradually the pub emptied around them until there were only four other people left and the lights had been turned down at the far end of the room.

Vivienne asked questions and listened to the answers with the quality of attention Cal associated with doctors and very good teachers — genuinely absorptive, not waiting for a pause in which to speak but actually processing what she heard. She asked about his songwriting process, about the equipment he used, about whether he’d ever recorded anything formally. She asked about his influences, and his answer — “Carole King, Nick Drake, Van Morrison, some Springsteen, and an Irish folk singer called Christy Moore that my grandmother played on Sundays” — made her write in her notebook again.

She asked about the song he’d played mid-set, the long one about the fishing boat, and he told her it had come to him almost whole one evening when he was closing up the hardware shop and had seen, through the window, his father’s truck pull up across the street. His father had been a fisherman who’d moved into lorry driving after an injury, and there was something about the way the truck looked in the lamplight — heavy and salt-rusted and purposeful — that had connected in his mind to something older, something about the sea and homecoming and the dignity of hard work, and by the time he got home he had the bones of the song and played it through twice before going to bed.

“Do you keep a notebook?” Vivienne asked.

“Three,” he said. “One by the bed, one in the van, one in my jacket pocket.”

She smiled for the first time. It was a brief, precise smile, the kind that meant something.

She told him, in straightforward terms, what Meridian could offer. A management contract, a development period during which they’d work to secure a recording deal, studio time to produce demonstration recordings. They had a relationship with a label — Northlight Records, distributed through a major — which had expressed interest in developing new UK singer-songwriters. It was not a guarantee of anything, but it was a serious vehicle.

“What would it involve?” Cal asked. “In terms of — what would change?”

Vivienne considered this. “Everything,” she said, and to her credit, she said it without apology or decoration. “You’d need to relocate to London, at least initially. There would be periods of intensive work — studio recording, which is not the same experience as playing live, I should warn you. There would be a promotional element. Press, radio, television appearances. Tours.”

Cal was quiet for a moment. “I have a girlfriend,” he said. “We’ve been together since school.”

“That’s noted,” Vivienne said, carefully neutral. “It can be managed, if both of you want to manage it.”

“And my job.”

“Your job at the hardware shop.” She said it without
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