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One

‘Someone is trying to kill me,’ said the man at Eden Driscoll’s door.

The stranger was wearing a green Carhartt baseball cap and a red Purbeck Valley Folk Festival T-shirt with a pair of Oakley dark glasses tucked into the neck. His arms were evenly brown.

‘I’m sorry?’

Eden peered at him. Shaven-headed, fit, evenly tanned – mid-forties, he guessed. Well-heeled.

‘You said what?’

‘I said, someone is trying to kill me,’ repeated the man. Despite the weight of his words, his voice was low and calm.

Eden Driscoll, former Detective Sergeant with the Metropolitan Police, stepped outside, glanced warily to the left and right. The man had knocked on the beach door – the one that looked out on to the river.

It was an early evening in August in the town of Teignmouth on the South Devon coast. The summer sun was setting over Dartmoor, pouring pink light down the estuary. It saturated the reds of newly ploughed fields behind Ringmore and darkened the greens of the hedgerows. It caught the clouds of dust that a combine harvester was sending up into the chilly air south of the river. The boat-dotted mud behind the stranger at Eden’s door was dark and greasy.

‘So? Can I come in?’  he asked.

‘No.’ Eden didn’t budge. The man looked normal enough, but he did not sound it.

‘You’re Mr Driscoll, right?’ He appeared less sure of himself now.

Behind the man standing right in front of him, Eden could see his nine-year-old nephew, Finn, sitting cross-legged on the sand, reading a book, apparently oblivious to a cool summer wind.

Eden was here to protect Finn. He did not want any stranger coming into Finn’s small house, especially one claiming his life was in danger. Eden looked him up and down again, wary, but more than a little intrigued.

‘I need to explain,’ the man said.

‘Maybe start with your name.’

‘Right. My name is Richard Morrison.’




Two

At the same time as Richard Morrison was standing at the beach door of the house Eden Driscoll shared with his nine-year-old nephew, new paint was drying on the window frames of a house called Lispool.

The house was pretty. Its name was written in old copper capitals, picked out in white on the black wood that had been screwed to the gate long ago. A beautiful wooden cottage, small and symmetrical, overlooking the stony cliff. Cream paint had grown thick on its planks over the years, softening the shape of the wood beneath it.

Built for his family in the 1930s, by a long-dead man from Plymouth, these days it was owned by a young couple from London who had seen it being offered for sale in a glossy magazine. The Londoners described themselves as entrepreneurs, though both had inherited a great deal of money from their parents. The new owners had filled the cottage with expensive mid-century furniture, letting it out on websites that offered bespoke hideaway holidays to the chic and wealthy.

Facing the sea, a verandah ran along the south side of the house. A pair of wicker egg chairs hung from the rafters, looking out at the Channel. Above them the roof was edged with the kind of carefully cut daggerboards you sometimes saw on old station buildings, lined up like a pointed row of cream teeth. The front door and the verandah door were both sage green, as were the windows and their frames. It was a gem. The couple had arranged several photoshoots to show off their property, bowls full of lemons on the pine kitchen table, dried grasses in an earthenware pot in the living room.

The house was empty today. The cold wind blowing from the east dried the new paint. The house looked perfect though you could still see the dots of paint on each of the window frames, because though it was close in colour, it wasn’t quite a match – though you’d have to look pretty hard to notice that every window had been sealed up, making it impossible to get in the house.

Or out of it.

Beneath each dot of fresh, drying paint lay the head of a 75mm screw driven through the meeting rails of each sash window. One screw was enough to make the window tight, impossible to open.




Three

‘Listen,’ Richard Morrison was saying, ‘I’m serious. Is there somewhere we can talk?’

The wind on the estuary flicked at the low water.

‘If you can help me, I can offer you money. I don’t know how much you charge, but I am willing to pay whatever it is.’

And Eden, who no longer had a job, was a little more interested now. He left Richard Morrison standing at the door and looked around for a minute until he found something he could write on – an A4 pad that Finn sometimes used for drawing – and a biro from a mug on a shelf.

Grabbing his waterproof in case the rain came in, he stepped outside again with the pad, closed the glass beach door behind him and turned to lock it. Taped to the inside was a notice:


Boat Repairs

Hawkins Marine



And a mobile number. His sister’s friend Molly had taped it there.

‘So?’ said Eden, turning to Richard Morrison. ‘You were saying?’

‘I believe my life is in danger. I want you to help me.’

A herring gull swooped over the beach looking for unattended picnics but the beach today was quiet. For most people it was too chilly to be sitting out.

‘Finn?’ Eden called. ‘I’m just sitting over here, by The Ship.’

‘’K,’ answered Finn without lifting his eyes from the page of his library book. An answer at least. For the last day Finn had been ignoring Eden. Eden didn’t know what he had done wrong.

The man turned. ‘Your boy?’ he asked.

‘My sister’s,’ said Eden simply, not wishing to explain more, and set off walking past the other small houses that were crowded onto the top of the sand. ‘This way.’

He led the man along the beach towards the pub that stood at the old stone quay. It was high summer and normally every table on the narrow walkway would be crammed with people sitting at tables, their tops overflowing with empty glasses and bottles and crisp packets. It was the holidays. Families who returned here every year with their children were meeting up with people they hadn’t seen since the summer before. Today though, the tables were mostly empty. The weather for the coming Bank Holiday was not looking good.

‘Shall we go in?’ asked the man hesitantly.

‘Out here’s fine. I need to keep an eye on the boy.’

The man looked around. ‘You used to be a police officer, didn’t you?’

‘Who told you that?’

‘Didn’t you though?’

‘I still am a police officer. I’ve had to take a break . . . for personal reasons.’ On the beach, Finn was in his own world, lost in one of the books they had borrowed from the local library. He held the pages so they didn’t flap in the breeze.

‘What I said back then,’ the man said, ‘I know it sounds mad, but I’m serious. And I’m willing to pay you to look into it.’

‘You think someone is trying to kill you?’

‘No,’ the man answered calmly, ‘I’m quite sure they are. There have been two attempts on my life in the last three weeks.’

‘So why aren’t you telling this to the police?’

‘How do you know I didn’t?’

Eden nodded. ‘So why did you come to me?’

The man folded his arms. ‘Because I can’t prove it and they won’t do anything until I have evidence.’

‘Sounds about right,’ said Eden.

‘I’ve a friend in the local plod. Pretty high up. He says they don’t have the resources to just drop everything, whoever you are, unless they have evidence of a crime being committed. So I need someone who will find that evidence. And, as I said, I can pay.’

Richard Morrison spoke with the quiet assurance of the class who expected people to do what they ask.

‘If the police aren’t going to believe you, what makes you think I am?’

‘Because somebody has to,’ he answered.

This had felt like the longest summer of Eden’s life. In May, he had given up his job in London to look after his orphaned nine-year-old nephew. It wasn’t that he minded; it was a shock to Eden to discover how much he loved the boy. But he wasn’t used to having someone rely on him, of being tethered so closely to another person. His life was no longer his own.

Maybe that’s why he was interested in this man at his door. It reminded him of the job that he missed. Eden looked around. ‘So you think someone is trying to kill you, but you don’t know who it is?’

‘Exactly.’

Shivering in huge swimming trunks, a long limbed boy ran up the beach, passing close to where Finn was sitting. Finn shook sand off the pages and carried on reading as if nothing had happened.

‘OK,’ said Eden.

The man hesitated. ‘You’ll hear me out then?’

The truth was Eden had little else to do and he was, he had to admit, more than a little interested. ‘We can sit here,’ he said, pointing to the wall. ‘That way I can keep an eye on the boy.’

When they were both perched, side by side, on the stone wall, Richard Morrison spoke again. ‘As I said, there have been attempts on my life.’

Eden was wondering if Finn would need a sweater. There was a cold wind blowing down the river. ‘Go on.’

‘The first time was on farmland, close to my house.’

‘The first time?’

‘Oh yes. The first time. It was private land so whoever it was shouldn’t have been on there in the first place.’

‘Your land?’

‘I suppose you could call it that. It belongs to my company. Anyway. I was up there checking on our saplings. It’s a forestation project. You want me to explain?’

‘Later. Tell me about the attempt on your life.’

‘I was walking up there. Our ecologist had some concerns about the levels of rainfall we’ve been having. Out of nowhere this quad bike came haring up the track. I was angry of course, because it had no right to be there, but I stepped out of the way to let it pass, but instead of going around me, it headed straight for me.’

Eden looked at him. ‘That’s it?’

‘If I hadn’t jumped I would have been killed. I’m certain of it. He was trying to run me down. As it was I got scratched to buggery in the hedge.’

‘What did he look like?’

‘That’s the thing. Full face helmet. Visor down. I didn’t get a chance to see his face.’

‘And you think the quad bike was the first attempt?’

‘That’s right. The second happened a few weeks later.’

‘Nothing else? No other description?’

‘There wasn’t time. It was a black quad bike. I remember that. He was there one moment and the next he was gone.’

‘You must have heard him before he got to you?’

Morrison sounded puzzled by the question. ‘I suppose I must have. I just remember him heading straight for me – out of nowhere.’

‘OK. Go on.’

‘You do believe me, don’t you?’

‘What happened next?’ asked Eden. ‘You said, “the second attempt”.’

‘This is where it gets strange. A few weeks after the incident with the bike, I started feeling sick. It started with heart palpitations. I thought I was having panic attacks. I had headaches and nausea – and I was absolutely exhausted all the time. I’m not like that. I’m an energetic man. I’m an entrepreneur. I don’t like lying around doing nothing, but some days I was so tired I could barely get out of bed. So I went to the doctor to have some blood tests – but in the meantime, before the results came through, I had to go away for a few days to visit a friend in London and within a day of being there, all my symptoms had cleared up.’

Eden looked at Morrison with new interest. ‘You were being poisoned?’

‘And the moment I went back home, the symptoms returned. I had my water tested – everything – couldn’t figure out what it was. So instead I rented somewhere else and again—’

‘The symptoms disappeared?’

‘That’s right. And they haven’t returned.’

‘So where are you now?’

‘So you’re going to help me then?’ Morrison raised his eyebrows.

Eden turned the page on a picture of a dragon that seemed to be dropping bombs on a building that was labelled ‘SCHOOL’ and found a fresh sheet. The biro needed coaxing into life. Eden drew a few circles on the paper to try and get the ink flowing.

‘Morrison. Two r’s one s?’

When Morrison nodded, Eden wrote the name Richard Morrison at the top of the page.

‘Where are you living now then?’

‘I’m renting a little cottage about an hour from here.’

‘Address?’

Morrison hesitated. ‘You see, since what happened, I keep that a secret. I’ve only told a couple of people that I know I can trust.’

Eden looked up from the paper. ‘If you want me to help you, I’m going to have to be one of the people you trust.’

Morrison considered this. ‘But this is confidential, right?’

He really was scared of something, Eden thought. ‘Yes,’ he answered.

‘So you’re going to help me?’

‘If I can.’

‘It’s a house called Lispool,’ Morrison answered, giving a postcode. ‘Near Dartmouth. I should buy you a drink to seal the deal.’

‘A gin and tonic for me,’ said Eden. ‘Oh, and an apple juice for the boy.’




Four

In London, Eden had never drunk during the day, rarely on week nights and certainly never on a Monday. Here at the seaside things seemed to be different. Over the last few weeks, Eden Driscoll had felt his life slowly lose its shape.

It had never been Eden’s plan to look after a child. He was a single man and he preferred it that way. He looked over at the dark-haired boy. Other children ignored the chill, splashing in the low water or dangling orange lines from the end of the fish quay, pulling up crabs who waved slow-
motion claws as they rose up before being dumped in seething buckets. Finn just sat on his own, squinting at the pages in his book. Finn had no interest in computer games or sport or joining the other kids on the quayside.

The east wind whipped up small white waves on the low water. Further down the beach, where the ferry came and went, Eden could see families giving up on their attempt to spend a day on the beach. It was August; it was supposed to be hot.

‘Oi! Eden!’

Eden looked around, towards the quay.

‘Buy me a drink, Eden Driscoll.’

Molly Hawkins, in faded navy shorts and a loose sweater, face sun-brown, was waving at him as she approached the corner of the pub on the quay. She was with a large, colourful gang of women, some older, some younger. Molly herself was arm in arm with a younger woman with short cropped bleached hair who appeared to be holding Molly up.

‘You don’t look like you need another drink, Molly Hawkins,’ he said, when she was close enough.

‘Judge-y.’ Molly stepped forward and kissed him sloppily on the cheek. ‘You don’t look too great yourself, but I wouldn’t begrudge you a pint or two. It’s my birthday and I’m entitled to drink as much as I want.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Eden. ‘You should have said.’

Molly was one of the few locals he had befriended since he had arrived here in this Devon village. ‘Twenty-five today,’ she announced to the world.

‘Twenty-five for the last eight years,’ said the woman who had been supporting her.

‘This is Eden,’ Molly announced loudly to her friends. ‘He’s single. New on the market. Low mileage. Nice bodywork.’

There was laughter.

‘She’s been drinking all day,’ explained one of the women.

‘She’s like this when she’s sober,’ answered Eden.

‘I have not been drinking all day,’ protested Molly, her Devon accent always thicker when she was drunk.

‘Are we stopping here?’ asked another of the crowd that seemed to be following Molly.

‘Whose round is it?’

‘Large rosé,’ demanded Molly. ‘Get Eden a drink too.’

‘What would you like, Eden?’ asked the woman who had been holding Molly up. With the arrival of Molly and her friends, a kind of chaos had descended on the beach.

‘I’ve got one coming already.’

‘Get him another one,’ Molly called. ‘Cider.’

‘I’m fine,’ insisted Eden.

The women who were celebrating Molly’s birthday crowded around, chatty. ‘Aren’t you going to introduce us too then, Molly?’

‘Give us some room, you harridans,’ ordered Molly, shoo-ing the other women away. ‘I want a private conversation with my friend.’

‘Your boyfriend, Molly?’ Much laughter.

‘God forbid,’ said Eden.

‘Rude,’ said Molly. ‘I think we’d make a beautiful couple. Now bog off and leave us alone for a couple of minutes, you witches.’

‘Enjoying yourself, Molly?’ asked Eden, when the rest of the women had retreated into the bar.

‘Living large,’ answered Molly, attempting to lift herself onto the wall next to him. She made it on the second try. ‘So, how are you doing, Eden?’ she asked.

‘I’m going out of my mind,’ said Eden. ‘How about you?’

‘One day at a time, you know?’ she said. Her smile vanished as soon as her friends’ backs were turned. ‘Got to keep going, haven’t you?’ She reached out and gave his hand a friendly squeeze.

Eden was a Londoner who felt uncomfortable in this seaside town; Molly was born here and never felt at home as much anywhere else. Eden had lost a sister; Molly had recently lost a brother. Molly had been Eden’s sister’s best friend. That much they had in common. Over the past few weeks they had got to know each other because they were both grieving.

‘Finn OK?’

‘He’s in a mood with me about something.’ Eden nodded towards him.

‘I should go over there and give him a giant hug.’

‘Don’t go near him with your gin breath. You stay right here.’

‘You’re not a nice man at all,’ said Molly. The wind blew at her dyed blonde hair. ‘Aren’t you lonely, living on your own, Eden?’

‘No. Not in the least.’

‘I am sometimes.’ She smiled at him. ‘There’s a woman I think you should meet. She’s called Freya. She should be along in a while. She’s single, like you. She’s gorgeous and she’s a bit sad too.’

‘Is she here?’

‘Stood me up. She’s probably up a tree somewhere.’

‘Up a tree?’

‘Oh she loves a tree does Freya. Divorced,’ she said with a smile. ‘It was a bit messy. She needs someone to tuck her in at night.’

‘Behave.’

‘I just want you to be happy here, that’s all.’ She gave his hand another squeeze. ‘For Finn’s sake, I would like you to have a reason to stay. Is Finn still going to do sailing lessons next week?’

Molly had befriended one of the sailing teachers at the Watersports Centre that was based in an old stone warehouse on the dock just the other side of the pub. They ran a three-day beginners’ course specially for children. When she had mentioned this to Finn, Finn said he wanted to learn. Molly had been delighted. She said it would be good for the boy. Eden was sceptical, but after weeks of the summer holidays, Eden was thrilled at anything that would take Finn off his hands, even if just for a couple of hours.

‘Do you think he’ll be OK doing it?’ Eden asked. He had never met a boy who seemed less interested in sports, but he had given up being puzzled by Finn’s choices.

‘’Course he will.’ Molly swayed slightly as she sat on the wall. Eden wondered if he was going to have to catch her.

‘Are you looking after yourself, Molly?’

‘I’m fine,’ she said, but he could see that she wasn’t. She looked like she was about to cry at any moment.

‘You didn’t have to do this,’ said Eden. ‘You can just tell everyone you’re feeling a bit low and you want to call it a day.’

She shook her head. ‘If you can’t get drunk with your mates on your birthday, what’s the point?’

‘OK,’ he said.

One of the women arrived back with a glass of wine for Molly. ‘I was telling my friend Eden that he should ask Freya out on a date,’ Molly said. ‘Has anyone seen her?’

‘Molly’s drunk,’ said the woman with the short hair. ‘Ignore her.’

‘I asked for a large,’ said Molly, holding up her glass.

‘Sorry,’ lied the woman. ‘They must have given me the wrong one.’

‘Where’s your drink, Eden?’ demanded Molly. ‘I want to drink a toast with you.’

‘It’s coming,’ he said, though now he said it, he realised that it had been some time since he had seen the mysterious man who had come to his door. Why was Richard Morrison taking so long?

‘Busy in there?’ he called over to the woman, who was handing out the rest of the drinks she had bought.

‘So-so. I think everyone’s given up and gone home on account of the weather. Took me no time to get served.’

Eden frowned. ‘Excuse me,’ he said. ‘Keep an eye on Finn for a second, will you?’

Inside, the pub was barely half full. A man and a woman stood in front of the optics, waiting for the next customer, bored. By the hatch, in front of the Guinness pump, there were three full glasses – a pint, a gin and tonic and an empty glass with a bottle of apple juice next to it.

Eden looked around. Most of Molly’s friends were crowded at a table by the front of the pub. In among the holidaymakers keeping out of the wind, there was no sign of the man who had knocked on his door a little while ago.

‘Are you waiting for someone to collect these drinks?’ Eden asked the bar staff.

The man looked around. ‘Yeah. Pint of bitter, gin and tonic and an apple juice. Thirteen pound twenty.’ He reached around for the card machine.

‘He didn’t pay for it?’

‘Sorry, mate. No.’

‘Red T-shirt?’

‘Yeah. That’s him.’

Eden looked around. ‘Where did he go?’

‘Don’t know, mate. He was here one minute, gone the next.’

Eden strode to the back of the public bar, which was empty, then went into the gents’ toilets. There was no one at the urinal and when he pushed open the cubicle door, that was deserted too.

He headed back to head out of the front door again.

‘Oi mate! Who’s paying for these drinks?’ the barman called after him.

Outside, Eden looked up Queen’s Street then doubled back to look past the buildings that stood at the top of the New Quay. No sign of the man called Richard Morrison.

He had vanished.

‘Is something wrong?’ asked the woman with the short hair.

Eden was about to trot around the corner, up onto Northumberland Place, but he was interrupted by a loud shriek.

Molly had fallen backwards off the wall and onto the sand behind.




Five

In the hospital in Torquay, they checked Molly’s neck and told her that it was nothing serious.

‘It hurts,’ she complained.

‘How much has she had to drink?’ someone in a white coat asked Eden. As the only fully sober person present on the beach, Eden had become Molly’s designated driver. He and Finn had driven her to the accident and emergency hospital in Torquay.

‘Can’t I have a neck brace or something?’ she demanded.

‘We don’t do those any more,’ the doctor told her flatly. It was nothing serious, the doctor had insisted, but she needed to come back for an X-ray tomorrow. ‘When you’re feeling more up to it.’

‘He means when you’re not drunk,’ Eden had told Molly.

To the doctor’s consternation, Molly had burst into a loud howl of tears.

‘She lost her brother recently,’ Eden had attempted to explain, taking her by the elbow to lead her back out into the waiting room.

Later, after they had driven Molly back home from the hospital, Eden sat on Finn’s bed trying to read him his bedtime story.

Over the months that Eden had been Finn’s carer, he and Finn had developed a routine. They went to the local library once a week now and Eden chose books. The librarian had got used to them. Sometimes she picked a few out for him. Some of the books were for Finn to read on his own, some were for Eden to read to him at night as Finn lay in his bed.

‘Where were we?’ asked Eden.

They were reading a book the librarian had suggested. It was about two children who were growing up on either side of the Berlin Wall. Finn preferred serious stories. He didn’t like the ones with what he said were kiddyish drawings on the cover.

‘Otto is trying to get to her house on the other side of the wall,’ Finn reminded him.

Otto was a cat. Eden turned the pages, trying to remember which page they had reached. ‘OK,’ he said and began to read.

‘You’ve read that bit already,’ complained Finn.

Eden started again, but he was finding it hard to concentrate. He had been thinking about the man called Richard Morrison who had seemed to want to talk to him so desperately but who had then disappeared without a word.

‘You’re not doing the voices,’ Finn complained. Eden sighed and tried raising his voice a little when he spoke in the girls’ voices. There were two girls, one on each side of the Berlin Wall. For ten more minutes, he stumbled through the text, but he was finding it difficult to follow the story. His mind was not on it.

The man at the door had been remarkably calm, considering that he had said someone was trying to kill him.

‘Go on,’ urged Finn.

He realised he had stopped reading. Eden folded a corner of the page.

‘These sailing lessons. You really want to do them?’

‘Yes, I do.’

Finn’s mother had sailed. She had died while out on her boat. He opened the book again.

‘It’s not just because Molly suggested it?’

Finn didn’t answer.

‘You know I said I’m going to London for a few days?’

Finn was lying on his side, facing away from him.

‘Why do you have to go?’ Finn asked quietly.

‘It’s only for two nights, Finny.’

More silence.

‘What if I found someone else to look after you? I know we suggested you stayed with Molly, but Molly’s not that well right now, I think. She’s still very upset. I could see if you could stay with Bisi in her house. With the girls.’ When they had arrived here, Bisi had been Finn’s lead social worker. She had twin teenage daughters and lived in a big old house on Dartmoor.

Eden waited for an answer, but there wasn’t one.

‘Are you asleep?’

‘No.’

The wind that had blown all day seemed to have died down. Finn’s window, which faced onto the street behind, had stopped rattling. ‘Shall I carry on reading?’

Again, there was no answer.

Eden didn’t understand Finn. He waited a little while then stood up and tiptoed out of the room, making sure to leave the door ajar, though he was pretty sure that Finn’s eyes were still open.

Eden missed London. He missed mixing with people from every corner of the world. He missed the job and the camaraderie. He missed his single life, buying vinyl in little record shops, Sunday cycling with his friends, meeting women at wine bars and gigs.

Downstairs, Eden pushed open the beach door. The cold wind had died and the night was stiller.

Now the air was full of the noise of chatter from the tables outside the pub. Across the high tide of the river he could see people sitting outside in the Ferry Boat Inn beer garden too.

He opened his phone and Googled an image search for ‘Richard Morrison Devon’. It was a common enough name but he found him on the second page of search results.

It was Richard Morrison’s LinkedIn entry. He clicked. ‘Richard Morrison. Director – Avosett’. The ‘About’ section described him as ‘Ethical investments network manager, specialising in discovering new carbon-positive investment solutions’. Whatever that meant.

Eden searched for Avosett and found a website, but the website contained little in the way of tangible information.

‘The green finance revolution is here. At Avosett, we want to be good with your money at the same time as doing good with your money.’

There were photos of trees and rivers. ‘Invest in solutions to environmental problems. We are a community building a more inclusive and sustainable economy.’

There was another photograph of Richard standing in a large field. He was dressed casually, an orange scarf around his neck, as if surveying the landscape. Eden checked Companies House for Avosett and there he was, Director. A look through the accounts told him little apart from the fact that the company’s address was in the nearby village of Buckfastleigh and the company had fixed assets of over £3.8m.

That explained why he was well-dressed, at least.

He was interrupted by his phone. It was Molly. ‘What if I ask you to drive me back to the hospital tomorrow?’ she said, without pausing to say hello.

‘OK,’ answered Eden.

‘I don’t think I can do it myself. My neck is killing me and it’s giving me a headache from hell.’

‘Sure that’s not a hangover?’

Molly grunted. ‘Not beyond the bounds of possibility.’

‘Do you need company? You could come over.’

‘No. I’m going to bed.’ Eden had made the offer but he was relieved that she had declined it.

‘About Finn. Are you sure about taking him on when I go to London?’

‘To see all your fancy girlfriends.’

Eden ignored her comment. ‘He’s a lot to handle,’ he said.

‘He’s a sweetheart.’

‘I know. What I meant was—’

‘No. I’m not going to get pissed and fall off a wall while I’m looking after him. Is that what you wanted me to say?’

‘Kind of,’ said Eden.

‘Thanks for your confidence in me.’

‘I just think you have a lot to deal with right now. You’re grieving.’

‘Jesus, Eden,’ said Molly.

‘I can ask Bisi if she could help.’

Eden’s phone buzzed. He lowered it and looked at the screen and read the name Jenita.

‘I can manage. I’m not a basket case, Eden.’

‘I have another call coming through, Molly. Can I call you back?’

‘I’m going to bed. Pick me up tomorrow,’ she ordered. ‘The appointment is 10.30.’

Jenita was a lawyer he had met working on a domestic violence case. Like Eden, ambitious and single and happy to remain so. Also good-looking.

‘OK, Molly. 10.30. I’ll be outside the Ferry Boat Inn.’

By the time he rang off Jenita had gone. She had sent a message instead: OMG. Been so long. Where have you disappeared to? Your flat, 7 p.m. Fri??? Meal? Much catching up needed x

This would be his first time back since he had come down here to look after his orphaned nephew, Finn. He could not wait.

He looked in to Finn before he turned in himself. He was sleeping, curled up, knees almost at his chin.

In the bedroom that had been his sister’s he switched off the light and lay in the darkness, unable to sleep.
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Wood burns.

After the sun had set, a pair of men, out in the bay night-fishing off Dartmouth, spotted bright fingers reaching up onto the northern night sky.

‘What the hell is that?’ asked one of them, BrewDog cans rolling in the bottom of their small boat. After the day’s wind there was still an unpleasant swell. The man who spoke was the thinner of the two; thinner body, thinner hair.

‘Bonfire?’ suggested the other, the one whose fishing boat this was.

They both looked towards the source of flames on top of the nearby cliff. ‘This time of night? Don’t reckon.’ It was a little after one-thirty and the sky was clear and star-filled.

Both in their fifties, the two men had known each other since secondary school. They went to the pub together, they did Park Runs and every now and again, they went fishing.

‘Oh Jeez. Bloody house, isn’t it?’ the thin one said. ‘One of those old wooden ones on the top of the cliff.’

‘Reckon? Shit. You’re right.’ They had caught no fish and it was either the rocking of the boat or they were both a bit drunker than they should be. ‘Should we call the fire brigade?’

Neither of them did though. Instead they watched. The fire grew in size. The fingers of flame joined together to make one single glare of light. From the boat, the thinner one, the drunker of the two, fancied he could hear the crackle of wood and the crash of falling timber above the waves, but it was probably just his imagination. ‘Jesus. That’s some fire,’ he said.

‘Hell yes. Worth a couple of bob, places up there, I reckon.’

The tide was rising still. The light seemed to bounce along the waves creating a flickering line that stretched across the water between them and the burning building.

‘Pretty, isn’t it?’

‘You can’t say that!’

‘I just did.’

‘You’re drunk,’ said the boat owner.

They were both drunk. ‘I am. I’m serious though. Most beautiful thing ever. A fire up there on the cliff.’

‘It’s somebody’s house going up, that is, buddy.’

‘I know.’ The drunken man stood in the gently rocking boat, legs spread for balance. Not for the first time, the thinner one realised how different he was from his school friend. They hung out together, but they didn’t see the world in the same way. They never had.

A fire was such a primal, magnificent thing. A million years ago the warmth of burning wood was what let our ancestors invade colder latitudes, allowed them to cook, and lured them to stay up together late into dark nights. Each piece of wood was stored sunshine, ready to give back its energy in flame. It was awesome to think about. Each ring a year of a tree’s growth was a year of light turned into stored energy. He would have said all this out loud but his mate who he was out here with would just have laughed and answered, What the fuck you on about, Einstein? He wondered why they were even friends, sometimes. It was only habit, really.

‘Look,’ said the boat owner.

And now there was a blue light, flashing as it wound up the hill towards the burning building.

‘Spoilsports.’

‘Don’t say that. Not even as a joke. I mean. What if it was your house? What if there was someone in there?’

‘Shit,’ said the thin man, clutching the side of the boat, suddenly a little more sober. ‘You think there was?’
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The next morning, for the second time, the hospital gave Molly the OK. They had X-rayed her and declared she was just bruised – nothing more.

‘It still hurts to buggery,’ Molly protested.

‘You said “buggery”,’ said Finn, getting into Eden’s car in the hospital car park after they had been to the pharmacy to pick up painkillers.

‘I did,’ confirmed Molly.

‘That’s not a good word,’ said Finn.

‘But it’s quite nice to say it sometimes,’ said Molly.

‘Buggery,’ said Finn and put his headphones over his head.

‘This man you were talking about, he just went to the bar and then disappeared?’ Molly sat rigidly in the seat next to Eden as he drove, complaining about each bump in the road.

Eden checked the rear-view mirror. He was pretty sure Finn was already so absorbed in the story in his headphones he was not listening to their conversation.

‘He came to the door and he told me someone was going to kill him, and he wanted me to help him. He offered me money to do it, but then he just disappeared. Just left his drinks on the bar. I checked the toilets. I looked everywhere. But then I got distracted because some drunk fell off a wall.’

‘Some gorgeous, hot drunk.’

‘He must have changed his mind. Maybe something spooked him. I don’t know.’

‘And you think he was the full shilling?’

‘He came over as perfectly rational.’

‘Not always the same thing though. Is that your phone?’

Even above the engine noise, Eden heard the buzzing noise too. His handset was in the compartment in front of the gear stick. He wondered if it was Jenita again.

Molly picked up the phone. ‘Want me to get it?’

‘No,’ Eden said, a little too abruptly.

‘OK. OK.’

‘I bet a vengeful ex-wife,’ Molly suggested.

‘On the phone?’

‘No.’ She laughed. ‘Whoever’s trying to kill your man.’

‘I don’t think so. I don’t think he knew who it was.’

Ahead, an overeager MG was overtaking an oncoming caravan on the narrow road, heading straight towards them, forcing Eden to brake. They were driving the coast road approaching Shaldon. It was busy, this time of year. People drove like lunatics round here. To Eden’s right there were glimpses of the blue sea beyond the clifftops.

‘You got to admit it, you’re intrigued, aren’t you?’ said Molly.

‘Not as much as you are, clearly.’

‘Oh come on. You’re a copper. This is what you do.’

‘Did.’

‘You want to go back though. That’s what you’re always saying. When Finn is ready, you’ll go back.’

‘If he ever is.’

Wincing, stiff-backed, Molly looked around at the boy in the back of the car. ‘God, Eden. Don’t say it like it’s all Finn’s fault,’ she scolded.

Eden lowered his voice. ‘Things are difficult, right now. My compassionate leave is over. I don’t have an income and I’m burning through my savings. I still have a mortgage to pay on my London flat despite the fact I’m now living in a rabbit hutch that looks like it’s going to float away if the tide comes in too high. If I want to look after him, something has to change.’

‘Don’t,’ scolded Molly. ‘Finn can hear. He’ll feel bad.’

Eden checked the mirror. ‘He’s plugged into a story. He’s a million miles away.’

‘All the same.’

As he dropped down towards the estuary, Eden was conscious that Molly was looking at him, stiff necked.

‘You could retrain, I suppose.’

‘What as?’

‘I don’t know. A plumber. A plasterer. They can make loads. What do you really like? You could be a carpenter, maybe.’

‘A carpenter? What put that into your head?’

‘I don’t know. I could teach you bits and pieces.’ Molly ran a boatyard. She repaired things.

‘I would hate it.’

‘Suit yourself.’

‘I don’t want to retrain. I love my job. I’m good at it.’

‘Why don’t you take that job down here?’

‘Because I’d rather have my old job back.’

‘—than work for a bunch of hicks?’

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘Seriously?’ she said. ‘Go back to London? I thought you’d given up on that?’

He turned into the village that lay on the estuary’s south bank. Shaldon’s streets were narrow, congested by tourists in summer. On Fore Street, a man towing jet skis on a trailer was trying to persuade a delivery van to reverse, but the traffic had already built up behind it, so that backing up was no longer a simple option.

Eden waited. He had nowhere he needed to be. Finn looked out of the widow, listening to his story while the drivers argued.

‘I’m just worried Finn is a little young for sailing lessons,’ said Eden. The water in the estuary moved so fast.

‘Jesus, no,’ said Molly. ‘Perfect age to start.’

Eden lowered his voice, checked the rear-view mirror. ‘I’m concerned it’s something to do with his mother.’

Eden’s sister, the sailor, who had died while out in her boat on the Channel.

Molly nodded. ‘You think?’ she said. Often Eden could not work out whether Molly was being sarcastic or sincere.

When the traffic moved again, he inched down to the seafront. The tarmac was crowded with people, barefoot in shorts and T-shirts, sunglasses propped above their foreheads. The summer holidays. Every house in the village was full.

He dropped Molly outside the Ferry Boat Inn.

‘Let me know what happens,’ she called to Eden when she got out.

‘What happens with what?’ asked Finn.

‘With the man who came to see him yesterday,’ she said, closing the door.

Eden drove slowly on. Finn replaced his headphones and continued listening to his story, eyes on Eden’s face in the mirror.

With the village jammed up with traffic, the simplest way to return to the main road and the bridge across the estuary was to drive on up over the back of the Ness, the red cliff that dominated the river mouth. Instead of driving on though, he pulled up in the municipal car park at the top of the road.

‘Why are we stopping?’ Finn asked. ‘Can I get out? I’m hot.’

‘I’ll just be a sec. I think somebody called me. I just need to check my phone.’

Eden picked up his phone. Disappointingly, the call hadn’t been from Jenita. There was a number he didn’t recognise and a voice-mail. ‘This is Inspector Hannah Wood of Devon and Cornwall Police. Call me if you get this, Mr Driscoll. Something has come up. It’s a matter of some urgency.’

The car park was on the steep slope of the hill above the village on the other side of the estuary from Finn’s house. Eden had stopped outside the tourist office. He switched off the engine and wound down the window.

Eden turned around in his seat. ‘I just need to call this person back. I won’t be a minute.’

‘I want to get out,’ Finn said again. He had been sitting in the car or waiting in a hospital corridor for Molly to be seen by a consultant all morning.

A south wind was drawing in warmer air now. ‘Be careful of other cars.’ This was the main car park for the village.

Eden returned the missed call and Hannah Wood picked up immediately. ‘Eden Driscoll?’

‘What’s going on?’ asked Eden.

‘Have you ever met a man called Richard Morrison?’ she asked.

Eden paused. ‘Richard Morrison?’
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‘I’m afraid Mr Morrison is dead,’ said DI Wood. ‘Early this morning, emergency services got a call saying that there was a fire in a house at Stoke Fleming. By the time the fire crew got there, there wasn’t a lot they could do.’

‘Richard Morrison’s house?’

‘Yes. A rental. He is the occupier.’

‘Shit. So he was right? Somebody was trying to kill him.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Yesterday, Richard Morrison came to me to ask me if I would help him find out who was trying to kill him. He offered to employ me to look into it.’

‘He did? That’s . . . interesting. Can you come in to the station right away?’

Eden took a breath. ‘How did you know to call me?’

‘A superintendent in the force suggested I did so. He was a little – agitated, I suppose you could call it. Apparently he gave Mr Morrison your name in connection with a little problem he needed investigating.’

Eden remembered now. Morrison had said he had a friend in the local police.

‘A little problem? And did your super explain what the problem was?’

‘He was a little tight-lipped about that, as it happens. But I’m guessing that it’s something to do with what you just said. So Morrison came to you because he was worried someone was trying to kill him?’

‘Exactly that. He offered me money to help him. I wasn’t sure what to make of it, but before I could ask him what he had been talking about, he just disappeared.’ Eden craned his head to look at the cars parked in ranks stretching up the steep tarmac rise. He could not see Finn. He opened the car door. ‘He implied he’d approached a friend in the police to ask for help, but that friend had passed him on to me.’

‘That’s awkward for us,’ she said. ‘I knew nothing about that.’

‘Perhaps you need to speak to your superintendent again.’

‘I think you may be right. I do need to speak to him. And we’re going to have to interview you, Eden, obviously, to find out what he told you. Can you come in to headquarters?’

‘Right now I’m looking after a nine-year-old boy.’ Who, worryingly, he couldn’t see right now. ‘I don’t have childcare. It’s complicated.’ Where had Finn gone? He revolved slowly on the tarmac, scanning for a boy in a yellow T-shirt.

‘As this is a matter of some urgency, I’ll send someone over to your house to interview you. Are you in now?’

‘I will be home in twenty minutes. I hope.’ He walked now between the parked cars, looking for the boy, phone against his ear. Finn was nowhere to be seen. He was angry at himself for not telling the boy to stay close to the car. He had let him wander off on his own. ‘I need to go,’ he said.

‘I can rely on your discretion in this matter, obviously,’ said the inspector. If Richard Morrison had approached a senior officer to tell him his life was in danger, it would not look good that he was now dead.

‘Got to go,’ he repeated.

‘Please. Keep this to yourself. OK?’

Replacing the phone in his jeans, he looked up and down the hill. ‘Finn!’ he called.

The car park was crammed. August was the peak of the tourist season. He set off up the hill at a jog, peering between parked cars. Up at the top of the next row of cars, a family were unloading windbreaks and beach chairs from the back of their SUV. Eden approached them. Two teenagers, not dressed for the sun, a mother in a sundress, a dad in shorts. ‘Have you seen a nine-year-old boy?’ Eden called out to them. ‘Green shorts and a yellow T-shirt.’

The warm southern wind nudged clouds across the car park and the place was dark for a second, then suddenly bright again. The woman of the group pulled dirty blonde hair from her eyes and examined Eden. ‘He’s missing?’

‘He just walked off,’ explained Eden.

A man – perhaps her husband – grey sweatshirt and black five o’clock shadow emerged from the car.

‘He’s lost his son,’ the woman explained to him.

‘He’s not my—’ Eden stopped himself. This was not the time to start explaining that Finn was not his child. ‘I just turned my back for a minute and he was gone.’ Eden moved on up the hill, past them. ‘Finn!’

The man followed Eden as he moved on to the next row of cars. ‘Your boy. Has he been missing long?’ he asked.

‘I’m sure it will be all right,’ said Eden.

‘Of course it will. Like how long? A few minutes? Longer?’

‘One or two minutes. Maybe three.’

Looking down the slope again Eden could still see no sign of Finn. Breaking into a downhill trot now, he returned to the car, badly parked, flashers blinking.

‘Maybe the tunnel?’ suggested the man, catching up.

Below the car park, there was a tunnel to the Ness Beach, fancifully called the Smugglers Tunnel. The tunnel was the only way you could get to the sea-facing beach. Tourists streamed through it at this time of year, carrying towels and picnics.

‘Can you wait here for just a few minutes?’ Eden asked. ‘Just in case he comes back.’

The man hesitated before nodding. ‘Wait. What’s your son’s name?’

‘Finn,’ Eden called, already trotting towards the entrance to the tunnel. The man was checking his watch in a way that suggested that he would rather be somewhere else.

Beyond the bottom of the car park, the hill rose up again towards the cliff edge. Eden paused at the public toilets before the tunnel and put his head inside the gents’ and called out Finn’s name again. The floor was covered in wet sandy footprints, but the cubicles were all empty.

Then he was outside again, jogging towards the arched entrance to the tunnel. A group of girls emerged from it, laughing.

‘Have you seen a boy? Nine years old. Green shorts.’

The girls shook their heads, suddenly serious. Eden continued past them into the dark tunnel, footfall echoing on the rough red sandstone that lined the walls. ‘Finn?’ he shouted again and his voice boomed down the long passageway. ‘Finn?’

Holidaymakers stepped back in the gloom as he ran. The tunnel veered to the right and descended down wet steps, water dripping from the walls, then it emerged into bright sunlight.

Eden stopped at the top of the stairs that led down to the red sand. From the top he could see the whole beach. Waves lipped at the rocks and sand. He scanned the scene looking for a boy in green shorts and a yellow T-shirt.

No sign of the boy at all.

He made it back to the car, panting, and when he got there, Finn was standing and chatting to the man and his wife. Their two teenage children were there too, the girl sitting cross-legged on the hot tarmac staring at her phone.

Eden breathed again. ‘Where were you, Finn?’

‘He was just looking at the fish in the pond,’ said the man. ‘Just over there.’

‘I was worried.’

‘It’s like you need eyes all over when they’re that age,’ said the woman. ‘Look.’ She turned to Finn. ‘Your dad’s here.’

‘He’s not my dad,’ Finn contradicted.

The man looked confused for a second, then stepped between Eden and the boy. ‘Hold on one minute. He says you’re not his dad.’

Eden blinked.

‘You told us you were his father.’

‘No. I didn’t.’

‘Yes, you did,’ insisted the woman. ‘I heard you.’

‘No. He’s not my dad,’ Finn said again, standing behind the woman’s legs.

‘Ugh,’ said the teenage daughter, interested for the first time. ‘He’s a pervert.’

‘I’m his uncle,’ said Eden.

The man and the woman looked at each other warily.

‘Tell them, Finn. Tell them who I am.’

Finn took his time, standing behind the mother who held arms wide, and the man standing in front of her preventing Eden from approaching the child.
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