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Chapter One

In the weeks to come, the surname of the tall man and his daughter would be spelled incorrectly by almost every newspaper and website that covered the story. It was spelled wrongly now, and the girl’s father had to correct the man with the strange sandy-coloured hairpiece who was bending over his flight book.

‘There’s no “e” in it, sadly.’

‘So we are C-o-o-m-s, sir?’

‘No. Keep the “b”, so C-o-o-m-b-s.’ 

For heaven’s sake! He was always having to spell it out. Call centres were particularly bad. That ghastly American rapper had not helped – he was Sean Combs. So now Andrew Coombs got Cooms, Coomes, Coombes, and Combs as well. Even Combes! How could anyone be Combes?

Clara, in a sing-song voice, tried to help. ‘Double-o, then “m-b-s”. Thank you!’ Well, she was ten. Andrew Coombs ruffled his daughter’s hair. ‘I’m sure the nice man has got it, love.’

‘And can I fly the plane for fun, like you promised?’ said the young girl.

‘She’s joking,’ said Andrew quickly. He ruffled her hair harder, accidentally catching the ribbon, trying to convey the message: Don’t say that, darling; not in front of the chap who runs the airfield. I’m a new customer.

‘That’s not allowed, young lady.’ The other man straightened up with an audible clicking of vertebrae and looked out of the window. He was wearing a pilot’s jacket with service ribbons arranged in a line above the left breast pocket. He stared at the expanse of grass, mown down the middle in narrow strips to show pilots where to taxi. Beyond the strip, six single-propeller planes were parked side by side. Their noses faced the thick forest on the furthest edge of the apron, as if daring each other to take off in a slashing arc through the greenery. ‘We’re rather proud of this place. Devon’s finest tiniest. And you notice something? No fence around the strip. We trust our locals here. Not like London.’

Andrew would not defend the capital city, even though it had been good to him. ‘Yup. In London those planes would get smashed up in a minute.’

‘Or be stabbed,’ added the other man enthusiastically. 

‘Thank you very much, Mr …’ He saw a name badge and read the name out loud, just as the man with the hairpiece said it too. ‘Gracey.’

Gracey addressed Clara. ‘Your daddy only just learnt to fly, didn’t he?’

‘My first flight,’ said Andrew Coombs, answering over her shoulder in case Clara said the wrong thing again. ‘I did the thirty hours and now I’m cleared for take-off. Fresh in my hand, look.’

‘Still warm,’ said Gracey, taking the flying licence with Andrew’s photo. It said his age: forty-three. Andrew felt like an obvious banker, and knew that by paying his £1,200 fee up front without hesitation, he had nailed himself. He saw Gracey thinking: A banker with an expensive hobby who is probably raising an expensive daughter, judging by the pink ribbons in her hair. ‘As you’ll know, sir, we are a private airfield, all grass, short runways, so no Civil Aviation Authority inspections. Unlicensed but safe is how I like to see it. You mind me asking where you learnt your flying? Normally people take their first solo flight at an airfield they’re known at.’

‘Outer London. We moved down here before I could properly get my flying going. The wife wanted a decent view. There are no views in Pimlico.’

‘So you took off?’ Gracey laughed, enjoying his pun. ‘Oh, it’s beautiful down here. Proper country.’

‘We’re on the coast at Instow, and you love your new school, Clara darling, don’t you?’

The little girl wiggled a nose full of freckles.

‘She doesn’t look so sure!’

‘Daddy,’ said Clara, ‘I want to fly now.’

‘Righto, young lady. Yours will be the Ikarus. Single engine. That one in the middle.’

He pointed. They followed his gaze. The middle one of six was meaningless, but Andrew knew the plane because he had done half his lessons with that model. They were in the airfield office, a stained-wood cabin on stilts which everyone jokingly called ‘the ATC’, for air traffic control, of which of course there was none.

Half an hour later, Andrew and Clara Coombs felt the ground beneath them give way as they took to the skies in the two-seater fixed-wing single-engine Ikarus C42 FB. In the ATC, Joshua Gracey looked on, pressing his trusty binoculars to his face. Something was worrying him, but he could not put a finger on what it was.

Andrew Coombs shouted, ‘Can you hear me?’ The engine was loud, so they wore caps with earpieces and wraparound microphones. 

‘We are going into the clouds!’ said Clara. The October sun was suddenly dazzling. ‘It’s so small, this plane!’

‘Just us two! Hey daughter, you can have control when we get up high, if you like!’ shouted Andrew, laughing.

‘And Daddy,’ said Clara, ‘I saw a starfish!’

He eased back the throttle, not sure he had heard her right. He pointed at the compact instrument panel, feeling his nerves abate as he recognized each control. ‘These are for the ailerons, which roll us this way and that.’ He showed her, tapping the control from the left and right. The plane banked twice, more than he was expecting. Clara screamed. 

‘And we call this the elevator – what do you think it does?’

‘Up!’

‘Up and down, yes, and this is the rudder.’

‘Rudder goes left and right,’ said his daughter. 

‘What’s that about a starfish?’

‘On the ground, a long way down, behind us. In the forest. Never mind!’

He must have misheard. They flew for another hour. The airfield was east of Chittlehamholt. They had flown ten miles north, above miles of lush green, until the houses arrived below them in singles, pairs, then clusters and lines, and then it was the ugly greys of Barnstaple. Easily he found the mouth of the River Taw. They took the river line west, heading south where it started to give into the Bristol Channel. They moved above and below the cloud cover, swapping warmth for a view of the landscape when he needed to find their way. Appledore and Bideford were below, and he swooped the Ikarus low to show Clara the work a group of enthusiasts were doing to restore the old train station at Bideford; not that the trains would ever run there again. 

Now it was the River Torridge they were following, narrower and criss-crossed with heavy bridges. ‘Heading back,’ he said eventually, in his voice a pang of regret but also triumph. He was more confident than he expected.

He heard himself explaining the workings of the aircraft to Clara, and he could almost hear his daughter not listening. ‘Roll, pitch and yaw are the three key words.’

‘What about speed?’ she asked.

‘Well, yes, okay,’ he said. ‘Speed is this handle, the throttle.’ He knew it was more complicated – the throttle was a way of controlling altitude too. ‘You want to take it?’

They were blanketed by cloud now, and the cabin had cooled. He had the sudden sense of how mad this was, the art of flying – who ever thought you could suspend two armchairs three thousand feet in the air inside a tiny metal box, just by using an engine and some cute levers and buttons? Don’t look down, he told himself. As they broke back through the cloud, he placed her hand on the throttle.

‘If I speed up, I can show you the starfish.’

‘Nothing sudden. Here, just a push to make it slower.’ He eased off the trim – his instructor had called trim the ‘cheap man’s autopilot’, because it enabled you to maintain a set altitude without constantly adjusting the yoke – but when he took the trim off, the yoke was harder to move than he expected, and the plane dropped fifty feet with its tail down.

Clara screamed and took her hand off the throttle. 

‘That’s okay, love, all is fine.’

She calmed quickly and then, as they approached the airfield via the forested area along its northern edge, his daughter said: ‘Look! There’s the starfish!’

This time he knew he had not misheard. He looked. She was right. It was the strangest thing. A starfish lying on the forest floor … but if it was a starfish, it was six feet wide. No, that large white object below them was not a starfish. 

‘What the … holy …’ he began. 

He was not experienced enough to do what he wanted to do – slow the plane and take it down in a single motion, a combination of yaw and yoke, pointing the nose up with a sudden stab to lower the throttle. He did not know the plane, but he tried it. She thought he had cut the engine by accident, and instinctively reached for the throttle, thinking she was helping by pushing it to maximum. The plane was suddenly upside down and she was screaming. 

Andrew Coombs felt himself blacking out, with no sense of where the sky and where the ground were. He looked furiously out of the canopy and saw trees. He saw, in a single instant, like the snapping of an old camera shutter, that the starfish his daughter had seen was a human form. There was a body on the forest floor dressed all in white; as the plane fell, it was as if the father and daughter were being dragged towards it.

The sound of an aircraft throttling, stalling, falling – if an aircraft can be heard falling in an empty forest – was the last noise on earth to reach the ears of Jonathan Wrigley. Wearing his white linen suit, he lay on the forest floor, arms outstretched, legs akimbo. Moving in and out of consciousness for what could have been minutes or hours, he knew he could not survive. The noise of the plane reached his ears and he opened his eyes. He strained one last time for life, but it was like using a length of cotton to stop a truck pulling away. The crossbow bolt had been fired so close to him that it must have gone straight through his body, straight through the centre of his heart. He had felt his torso flood with adrenaline, enough to kill him on its own. And then the blood came, internal of course, a body drowning in its own rivers.

He wondered who would find him. That plane – could they see him? Could they see the red rose growing on his chest; would they try to get help? 

He was conscious for only another second. Somewhere the plane engine cut and he felt his face move into an expression of utter calm. Then the truck in his body pulled out with a roar and he was dead. 

If the world had frozen at the exact moment of Dr Jonathan Wrigley’s violent death near Chittlehamholt Airfield, the Ikarus two-seater would have been silent in the air, upside down, directly above him. But of greater relevance to the subsequent police investigation was the position of Thor.

The superhero had been tied to the ceiling of a cave by his arch-nemesis Gorr the God-Butcher. Each time Thor resists, Gorr ties him tighter with heavy gags and bonds he conjures from the air. The confrontation came one hour and nineteen minutes into Thor: Love and Thunder. 

The relevance of Thor’s position to Dr Wrigley’s death was that at the exact instant Andrew and Clara Coombs hung in the air above Jonathan Wrigley, and Jonathan breathed his last, his wife Wendy was watching the scene in Gorr’s cave – in a cinema in Barnstaple. 

Her unshakeable alibi, as solid as the sinews on Thor’s forearms, would be very important for two reasons. Firstly, the life insurance payable in the event of Dr Wrigley’s death was just shy of seven hundred thousand pounds.

Secondly, his wife had bought the crossbow.




EIGHTEEN MONTHS LATER
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Chapter Two

Edward Temmis knew for certain that his boss did not want him to go into the room on the other side of that door. He raised his gaze from the polished brass handle to the two patches of sweat under the arms of the older man in front of him, spreading in the fabric of his shirt like colonial nations on a Victorian map. Pearls of moisture speckled his temples. 

They both looked down at the brass knob again. Like a gunslinger, Edward reached for the cold metal first. 

‘Hey!’ barked Douglas Aspinall.

Ever since his arrival in the southwest of England to run the troubled radio station on which Edward had his evening show, Aspinall had come over as the hair-trigger type. ‘A heart attack waiting for a final ice cream’, one of the DJs had unkindly called him. There were stories (surely untrue) that he had once jumped out of his car during a road-rage incident in London holding a fireman’s axe. True, he was capable of a certain teeth-clamped charm. Once in a while he would smile, as if he was chewing the end off a cigar.

The London-based chief executive of the entire radio group had apparently known Douglas Aspinall at Leeds University. He had been prevailed on to come out of early retirement and be the acting boss at Sidmouth, the smallest of the sixteen stations. Edward had often wondered: who took that amount of low-level panic into retirement? If you were boarding a plane and saw Aspinall in the pilot’s seat, on edge as he always was, you would turn around and head straight back to the airport bar. 

The events before Douglas Aspinall’s arrival were never spoken of by the staff in anything other than hushed tones. His predecessor Agnes Chan had presided over a series of disasters – or, as the official line went, ‘decided on a career break to spend time with her growing family.’ The list of shocks the station had suffered was so long and so lurid – including an industrial-scale fraud and two violent murders – that three-quarters of the staff from the period were gone. A small mercy was that some of the worst publicity had been avoided. Time had given the story the quality of legend. Among the few at the station who had experienced the events directly, there was rarely any direct reference to them. Most used just a two-word phrase: ‘The Case’.

Now, as both men tussled for control of the door handle, for a second the controller became a Wild West character too – the squinting left eye and, across the top of his domed head, a crest of grey hairs, standing on end, dancing as if in protest at the body they were attached to. A foot taller, a big man, Edward looked down at him. Douglas might have been a collection of ill-fitting limbs bought in a jumble sale and badly slotted into place. 

Both of them held the doorknob now. They looked down at the nest of fingers, alarmed at the physical contact. They froze.

‘Don’t go in there until you’ve listened to what I have to say.’

Edward whispered. ‘Why not, though?’

‘What’s happened to your voice?’

‘I think I might be losing it. I felt an infection coming on this morning.’

‘Jesus, Edward. An infection? Aren’t you on air later?’ Aspinall shrugged. ‘We’ll cross that bridge when …’ He drew a quick breath, interrupting himself. ‘Okay, listen up. This is meet-and-greet. Our audiences love meeting the … stars.’ (Had he paused for a microsecond before the last word, worrying about exaggeration?) ‘But unfortunately, we’ve been blown out by the others.’

Edward wanted to laugh but knew he must not. He was the oldest five-days-a-week presenter, but was still nearly twenty years junior to his average listener, whom he always pictured as a sixty-six-year-young grandmother. As her own exit loomed, Agnes Chan had savagely binned the last cohort of DJs who were over sixty. The Farmers, as they were nicknamed, had been vile and sometimes even racist towards her. Her putsch against the last three became known as The Night of the Long Combines – but, once she had quit herself, the rump of the station had to soak up the resulting audience fury.

Douglas Aspinall’s response on arrival had not been what was expected. Instead of shoring up the schedule with new pensioner-presenters, he had rapidly brought in fresh faces in their twenties, including the station’s first black and Asian DJs – respectively Miriam Tamla and a man called DJ Satan Fiendy, which had been misprinted as ‘Stan Friendly’ in the East Devon Gazette. It made the audience even crosser. The figures sank for months.

Adding to Aspinall’s stress, the new generation were tricky to handle, as evidenced when a delegation went to see him to register a protest over RTR-92’s new slogan. The young DJs said putting the words ‘SLOW ENOUGH FOR DEVON’ on the side of buses made the station look dull and would kill their social media. Aspinall responded by jumping out of his office chair and shouting, ‘Dull? There was a murder here, for God’s sake! How exciting do you want it to be?’ Two of them reported him for bullying.

Then, out of nowhere, a small audience uptick occurred. Aspinall held celebration drinks for the new presenters but forgot to invite Edward. The evening was ruined before it started anyway. The Gazette published a column by Vic Turnbull, one of the ousted presenters, who called the slight rise in listeners ‘dead cat bounce’. Turnbull, aged sixty-seven, had been removed from his morning show by Agnes and now appeared every week in the paper with a writing style as thick and salted as old gruel. ‘Even a dead pet will move upward a teeny bit,’ he wrote, ‘if you drop it from high enough.’ Edward received a passing mention, which rang alarm bells. ‘I guarantee Edward Temmis, now the radio station’s geriatric, won’t even get to fifty before they do what they did to me – cart him to the abattoir and make him into questionable pasties.’

Turnbull’s ugly turn of phrase highlighted a truth. As the most senior presenter, Edward had become the tribune of the very section of the audience that felt excluded and angry. The really furious ones were a lot older than him, but that was not the point. They had rioted – well, politely protested – when, at one point, Agnes Chan tried to depose Edward himself. They celebrated when she reversed her decision and reinstated him. ‘We are getting our station back,’ said an online post in a listeners’ forum. He printed it and proudly used a magnet to stick it to his fridge door. 

His new show was the same as the old one, just with a different producer and a fresh name: The Temmis Session. A local comedian had done a whole routine about it. ‘They have chosen the one name you cannot say while drunk or on medication.’ The small bounce in listening figures did not hide the pensioner anger. On the same listener forum Edward saw a post he resisted the temptation to print out:

RTR SCHEDULE

6pm–9pm: LOUD RACKET,

9pm–midnight: INTELLGENCE AT LAST.

***MDGA***

He discovered that MDGA stood for ‘Make Devon Great Again’. He knew the oldies would stand up for him, but also that Aspinall resented their influence over his schedule.

‘Talk to me, Edward, please, before you even think of turning that handle.’

‘I was told to get down here by your office! An urgent call. “Go to the village hall in Harpford at four thirty because Douglas needs reinforcements”. It was Chrissie,’ added Edward, a reference to the controller’s secretary that he immediately regretted.

‘Well, of course it was Chrissie, and I will have words with her later. We can’t put you out there on your own.’

‘But the young ones haven’t turned up!’

‘No. Gen Z didn’t make it. Better things to do than fulfil a work commitment,’ he said bitterly. ‘But of course I’m not allowed to say that, because it would be bullying.’

There was stirring on the other side of the door, and someone seemed to be blowing a whistle. ‘We know you’re out there!’ came a croaking shout, followed by laughter.

Douglas withdrew his hand and shoved it deep into his jacket pocket, a signal that he trusted Edward not to go into the room just yet. He snapped his teeth together, forcing a grin. ‘I’ve had a peek through the curtain. In English history, what did they call the century after the middle ages?’

‘No idea. The Tudors?’

‘Right, that’s who we’ve got out there. That lot were middle-aged about a hundred years ago. And they are … tricky, Edward, okay? You understand? Tricky and cross with us, with me. The sodding Tudors.’ He filled his lungs with air as if preparing for a regretful sigh. ‘Not cross with you. I thought we’d get at least a few young couples. You know, the newer listeners we’ve brought in …’

The sigh came. It smelt of king prawns. Edward wondered if the fabled ‘audience rise’ might be Vic Turnbull’s dead cat or even a rounding error. Hoarsely, voice a fading whisper, Edward said: ‘What do you want me to do? I just came because I was told to.’

‘Right. Listen up. As regards The Case,’ said Douglas Aspinall, voice sunk to a similar whisper, ‘obviously not a word on that because we can’t concede liability and there’s just the slimmest chance someone out there knows how to use a smartphone and you get recorded. Capisce? And also, regarding station direction …’ Douglas reached again for the door handle, but this time he began to turn it. ‘Keep saying that we are playing great music with presenters young and old. Use the word “inclusive” a lot. Talk about the sea.’

‘Okay.’

‘Look here, I didn’t come out of retirement to be taken down by a posse of people in reinforced underpants.’ 

Thinking that no one said ‘Look here’ any more, Edward shook his head indignantly. ‘I’m sorry if that’s what you think of our audience. Why don’t you come in with me? Just tell them I’ve lost my voice. Or if you like, I can go home.’

Another shout from the other side of the door.

‘I can’t come in with you because then we get the pantomime. I’ll get booed and hissed. I’m Paula Vennells in all this. They’re the subpostmasters. Go. You’re on. You’re the … the star.’ Again, a staggering of the sentence; the infinitesimal pause before each word. 

He added: ‘Remember – inclusive.’

As his hand turned on the brass knob and the door opened for Edward, the controller faded away like a ghost. The door gave way onto a stage, which was not what Edward had expected. A stage he was now standing on. The sunlight outside was blocked by short, heavy curtains drawn across the fanlights in the upper part of the walls. He saw rows and rows of faces, and heard the polite applause as he moved towards them and a single spotlight which found his face.







‘Firstly, I am sorry about the terrible state of my voice,’ Edward Temmis began, ‘and the younger presenters, who haven’t made it.’ The sentence came out wrong and caused laughter he was not expecting. He felt a little dizzy. ‘I’m just a cog in this. I’m a tiny cog. I have a miniature role.’

The audience was hushed, trying to hear. In the silence he whispered, ‘Is there a microphone? Could someone turn off this big light that’s on me? And put on the hall lights again, or draw back the curtains? Please?’

He heard a man’s voice mutter, ‘Who’s the diva?’

When the lamps came on, he looked at all the faces. He should not have been surprised to see Kim’s mum Barbara here. The two were so close. The exchange of information was constant – the latest was that Barbara had a new boyfriend, who was a specialist in military re-enactments. Kim had joked that they spent the first month together just re-enacting Barbara’s first marriage. 

The older woman was a short, enthusiastic divorcee with two new hips and two old dogs. The world might have decided Barbara was fit only for retirement and daytime TV, but she had a lively brain, a good social life, and nothing got past her.

In Harpford Hall were also a number of faces he might see at his local church come Christmas. This was a sea of grey, and he felt sudden pride that these were his people; these were the ones who gathered around their radios for his show every night, who had paid their taxes and just wanted a little respect. They were his Republican Guard.

For some reason, Edward Temmis felt a stab of depression. He adjusted his hearing aid. He was less than half the man they thought he was. They wanted him to be Frank Sinatra. In reality he was Frank Spencer. He was not even a father any more. He was just a greying guy on a short-term contract living alone in a house that was falling off a cliff, doing a show-off job to prove the bullies at school they were wrong. What had he ever done? 

Solved one murder. That was it. 

A heavy velvet curtain in the wall above him was being jerked back. Through a fanlight came a broken beam of late afternoon sunlight. It fell directly onto three of the women in the middle of the hall. One reached immediately for sunglasses, the sort you saw in black-and-white pictures of cinema audiences watching early 3D films.

Pushing his voice to the limit, he said, ‘This was billed as meet-and-greet the presenters, and I know there were four of our exciting young names on the bill, including’ – he knew he must not mess this up – ‘Satan, Honor, Tamla, and of course the brilliant Tessa K. They send their apologies. Satan especially is very sorry. I was drafted at the last moment. It’s a great privilege to be here with you.’

He added, thinking of Aspinall’s eager words: ‘Inclusive. We are an inclusive station, sitting here by the open sea, the big sea, and it’s great you all feel included still.’ He should not have added the last word.

Edward decided to stare at Barbara for reassurance. She was nodding and smiling.

‘I love the radio more than I can say. The pioneers – I once met Tony Blackburn. Wogan of course. And how we miss Annie Nightingale, and the chap who did the golf.’

‘Did you meet Terry Wogan?’ someone shouted.

‘No,’ Edward said, feeling his throat hurt and his voice getting fainter and fainter. A man with an untidy beard was dragging a microphone on a stand down the middle aisle. ‘However, I once met someone who worked with Terry, for many years, in a lift.’

Again, he had misspoken. He was off his game. He saw the looks of puzzlement – some thinking ‘Why was Terry Wogan working in a lift?’ while others were perhaps unable to hear him at all. His voice was close to giving up and he could not elaborate.

‘The microphone will help me here. Sorry everyone.’ The base of the stand came at him first, the three prongs launched from below the stage by the man with the beard, like Neptune hurling a trident from the ocean. 

He did his best, whispering for ten minutes about why he loved the radio and why he loved RTR-92. ‘I am inspired by the sea,’ he said. He remembered to use Aspinall’s line: ‘We are playing great music with presenters young and old.’ Then, out of ammunition, he asked for questions. A line of four people jumped to their feet in the back row.

It was an odd movement – four of them, sitting next to each other, all jumping up at once. 

Without asking to be called, the tallest one, a beak-nosed man with a long neck who wore a bright red golfing jumper, said: ‘We respect you so much, Mr Temmis. But we need to know what is happening in the matter of our compensation.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Edward, ‘for what?’ 

But he already knew.

‘My wife and I lost fifteen arsing grand in that scam no one talks about,’ said the beaky man aggressively. ‘I personally think we should bloody go public. It’s time.’ Beside him were three women. The middle one wore an anorak of such violent orange it seemed to be acting as a light.

The three women started speaking all at once. Numbers tumbled out, stories of pain and humiliation. The Case. He desperately wanted to make it better, to heal the pain of those who had been scammed. Although the perpetrator was now behind bars and the victims had got some money back, the rest of the money was gone; unrecoverable. The victims held the station in part responsible. And the station simply did not have that kind of cash. 

Edward tried to say, ‘I can’t comment, I’m not allowed to.’ He was helped by a man at the front – younger than the others, possibly in his late forties, maybe escorting his mother – snapping over his shoulder at the red jumper, ‘This is neither the time nor the place.’ Someone else shouted: ‘No publicity!’ But still the four stood there at the back, with the long-necked man in red saying, again and again: ‘Fifteen arsing grand.’

He was so focused on the four that he failed to see Barbara Sinker had climbed onto the stage. He towered over his lover’s mother. ‘How did you get up here?’ he tried to ask, but his voice had gone completely now.

Barbara raised her voice, almost theatrically. ‘Can I say, Edward, how much we appreciate you being here?’

Applause, at last.

‘And how much we understand the care you give us, the oldies?’

Warmer applause. 

‘Now …’ she raised her voice a little and pointed. ‘You four, don’t just go on and on. I was a victim too. I don’t blame this man.’

There was now even warmer applause, interrupting Barbara’s next sentence. 

‘Perhaps, given … perhaps given the vocal difficulties Mr Temmis is having, I could help relay a message of some kind?’

Edward smiled apologetically. Ideally he did not want Barbara on the stage with him, but her support was probably what he needed. He wore a genial frown. He bowed his head and mouthed, ‘Okay.’ 

‘Great,’ said Barbara. ‘What can you tell the four at the back to help deal with it all, at least for this afternoon?’ She laughed. ‘So they can pipe down.’

‘I promise we care,’ Edward said in a whisper, pushing his voice. He adjusted his hearing aid, more from habit than anything. ‘I really do promise.’

‘May I have the microphone?’ Barbara asked. ‘You’re not infectious, are you?’

He detached it from the stand and handed it to her. ‘He says, “I promise we care,”’ Barbara repeated. ‘“I really do promise”, he said.’

‘It’s just that … in the radio station’s vault, there isn’t any money to refund you with,’ Edward went on, looking from the audience to Barbara. ‘They just have tomorrow sorted and that’s it. But … we will have your back.’

What was he saying? It was a terrible word salad, bits of phrases, sticky-taped together, which basically meant the radio station would not compensate its listeners. He was only telling the audience what Douglas Aspinall wanted him to say. Yet it sounded hollow, and Edward suddenly knew what politicians felt like. 

His hearing aid whistled as Barbara repeated the words. Strangely, they were greeted by a whoop from the four at the rear of the room, and soon the whole hall was cheering loudly. 

Barbara looked delighted at the response and joined in, clapping and waving as if she had won a prize. The long-necked man and his three companions gave each other hugs and thumbs-ups and sat down. Edward blinked in amazement at how receptive the audience were. Perhaps The Case could rest at last.

But then the door at the back of the stage sprang open. Douglas Aspinall strode in, like a man trying to catch a bus without breaking into a run. His arm was outstretched – was he going to shake Barbara’s hand? No, he wanted the microphone. The older man caught Barbara’s elbow and ushered her off the stage. He turned to Edward, putting his back to the audience, face like thunder. 

As the applause died down, Aspinall hissed at the presenter. ‘Well, that was a total fucking disaster. Satan would have been better. Please get off the stage now, Edward, and I’ll pick up the pieces, you absolute walloper.’

Edward felt his knees turn to jelly. A silence descended on the room. The audience had detected something was very wrong. Edward backed away towards the door at the rear of the stage, but Barbara must have heard Aspinall’s words, or at least his tone. She had now climbed back up the steps at the side of the stage. As the station controller turned to the audience, she was in his face. The two were almost the same height and squaring up.

‘If the words came out wrong, then that’s on me.’

‘Wrong? You two characters have probably just bankrupted my station!’ hissed Aspinall. 

Completely confused, Edward checked his movement, not wanting to leave the stage as directed. ‘I’m sure it’s not as bad as that,’ he said. His voice was so weak he barely heard it himself.

Douglas made a diagonal move and came closer to Edward, like a chess piece in the hands of a player trying to avoid checkmate. ‘She promised to pay them back! With what? And the stuff about us having to borrow – who, what, how? You are on borrowed time, matey, you and that soft-scoop show of yours.’

The words were hissed like darts from a blowpipe, each syllable arriving in an aerosol of spittle. Thrown, Edward did nothing but stand, arms at his sides, feeling like a schoolboy on detention. Leaning forward keenly, the audience could still not hear the conversation. Douglas turned to face them all and raised his voice.

‘I don’t want to cause any confusion. What my presenter has just promised didn’t … it wasn’t sanctioned.’

The man in the red jumper was on his feet again, yelling now. ‘I LOST FIFTEEN ARSING GRAND!’

Barbara moved to the front of the stage, snatching the microphone from Aspinall. When she spoke into it, her voice had strength and clarity. 

‘Let’s not spoil the afternoon. We are here because we love the station and we love Edward!’

The audience were too discombobulated to clap. But there was a murmur of approval. 

‘I don’t think we need this now,’ said Aspinall, but as he reached to take the microphone back from Barbara, she started a hymn. ‘“Then sings my soul, my Saviour God to Thee—”’

‘“How great Thou art, how great Thou art,”’ the rest of the audience joined in. 

As Edward quietly made for the door at the back of the stage, the singing continued. Douglas Aspinall was shouting. Barbara was physically holding him off, shielding the microphone. The beaked-nose man was belting out the song louder than anyone. Beside him, the three women had linked hands. It was chaos. 

Touching his throat, feeling the soreness behind the skin, Edward caught a final glimpse of the controller as he left. He had the strangest thought – there was no such thing as a radio station controller, especially not here in Sidmouth. His place of work was constantly, completely, delightfully out of control. And that was why he loved it.
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Chapter Three

In the car park Edward used a vape, a new habit. Aniseed. Standing there alone, he drew the flavoured steam down tentatively. It stung his throat, but he kept drawing on it. He reached for his hearing aid and found he had accidentally turned it off while he was on the stage. He could not work out what had happened in the hall just then, why Aspinall had been so enraged. The nicotine calmed him, but he also felt a little strength return to his voice and began trying to stretch it by humming. Might he even make his show tonight?

The presenter would always push to be on, would always be … present. That was the whole point of presenters. The microphone light went on, and they were there. A presenter would literally need to lose both legs to miss an appointment in the studio. A loss of voice was almost worse than a loss of legs.

He allowed himself a hoarse chuckle, then saw a woman approaching with a purposeful bustle that made him resentful. She was going to invade his space. 

‘Mr Temmis?’

‘It’s me,’ he offered. ‘I still don’t know what went on in there.’

‘Save that voice of yours. I’m new to the area,’ said the lady. She was immaculately dressed, with smooth skin and manicured nails. ‘I’m a bit lost myself.’ 

His throat hurt, so he replied with a nod.

‘Don’t you answer. You’re not on the radio tonight with that croaky voice?’

That was a useful prompt. He held up his index finger, as if to say ‘Wait’, and sent the text to his producer.

Sore throat but I think I can make it.

The reply came straight back.

Aspinall already told us no chnce. Don’t worry. Hope you’re well enugh to enjoy the weekend. Esther Thmpson already on way in. Melody

To save him using his voice, Edward showed the phone screen to the woman. 

‘Sweet, their concern,’ she said kindly. ‘Does vaping help the throat?’

Was the stranger lecturing him? ‘I think I’m on the mend.’

‘You’ll get there. I do think there are a lot of chemicals in the modern world that exacerbate things. Personally, I stay away from lipsticks and mascaras. Blusher only. I always think—’

A screech of tyres at the other end of the car park interrupted her. It was Aspinall’s car, wheels spinning, which had lurched out of its place and roared into the small gateway that emerged onto the road. 

‘The anger in that man,’ the woman said. As it shot forward, the car broke a flowerpot, clipped by the back wheel. ‘Your boss, yes? I was in the hall. I just think the old lady translated you badly, that was all.’

He tilted his head quizzically. The woman’s voice was posh but with a trace of Midlands, maybe somewhere near Birmingham.

She went on: ‘I heard it all because I was at the front. You said, “In the radio station’s vault there is no money” – and somehow she made that into, “It’s the radio station’s fault there is no money.” When you said, “We have tomorrow,” it came out as, “We have to borrow.”’ 

‘Sweet Jesus.’

‘You did say you’d pay them back.’

‘I did not.’ It was dawning on him, what had happened. He pushed his voice. The explanation was important. ‘I just said, “We’ll have your back.” That’s all I said. Not—’

It was too much. He looked at the woman. She had her hand over her mouth, in polite surprise or to suppress a giggle. She seemed unusually young to have emerged from the Harpford Village Hall audience. She was in her forties, like him, with a close auburn bob and a rayon jumper cinched at the waist. The outline suggested sport or healthy eating or both. Her skin was clear, her forehead free of lines. The tightness across her cheekbones gave her eyes the compact, radial intensity of a bird’s. He had the instantaneous thought that the woman had had cosmetic work done. Botox, in Devon! Holding her spine unnaturally straight, on six-inch heels, she looked tall, even compared to him. When she smiled, he saw tiny bumps on her teeth that were applied to keep a dental mould in place, although the plastic liner was not there at the moment (vanity, because she was at a social event?). She wore classy earrings, small gold seashells. The warmth in her voice suggested great kindness, as though she was the sort who would stop to help a person who fell over in the street. 

Yet she was also a little too perfect to be truly beautiful. Devon was a county of farms and coastal paths, the land of people who worked outdoors, the only place in the UK outside the Scottish Highlands where there was a degree-level course in dry stone walling. A person got used to seeing muddy boots and weathered skin, and, frankly, to hearing people break wind in supermarkets. This woman looked as if she had spent her life in a spa. She was the bone-china cup you were scared of holding in case it broke.

But what struck Edward most forcefully was an uncertainty about her demeanour, as if she was a supremely confident person who was suddenly having to deal with uncertainty. She dipped her head slightly as she spoke, like a bird at water.

‘Were you part of – part of the …’ He tailed off, choosing his words carefully. ‘Were you part of The Case?’

‘I know nothing about any case,’ she replied. ‘I’ve only just moved down here.’ She looked embarrassed. ‘I had to leave North Devon. It was a source of great sadness to me.’

At that moment, there was a round of applause and a cheer from inside the hall.

Had to leave North Devon. The phrase pinballed around Edward’s head. ‘Why?’ he croaked.

‘I was married to a wonderful man; we lived in North Devon for many years and we were so happy there. And then he died suddenly and I had to leave.’ She fidgeted in her purse. The sun was high in the sky, and Edward wanted to move into shade. ‘I’ll be honest with you, it broke my heart. I loved where we lived, the sense of community we had there. I had so many friends …’ She tailed off, looking down. Edward followed her gaze: her fingers were white where they pinched the edge of her purse. ‘So I moved, and my neighbour, who doesn’t know who I am, thank God – she suggested coming here today as a little outing. She says if I’m to live down here in Sidmouth, I should listen to your show. And then she said you were known for your investigating.’

He looked at her, stopped by the sentence.

‘Investigating?’

‘Like – you’re a kind of secret sleuth. It’s just … it seems to be something people know about you. That’s what she said.’ Her voice dropped. ‘I hadn’t wanted to offend you.’

‘You haven’t.’

‘You see,’ she said, ‘people who loved me, or at least truly liked me, the people who ran the local charity, the people at church who went to see the old ones in the area and who I willingly volunteered with, the people at the whist club, at the school …’

She tailed off. All he had heard was ‘people’, as if everyone had banded together against her. ‘No one will look at me. Not even the places I volunteered for. I have lost my position.’

Position. That, thought Edward, was such an interesting word. A century ago, it would have meant an actual job. She was using it differently, for something less tangible, but it carried the same load. Her status in North Devon had been as real as a payslip or an office chair. She had been sacked from the life she had had. The sacking – by all those ‘people’, that crowd of silent faces gelled into a giant moon – had exiled her.

‘So,’ she said, ‘I wanted you to investigate something for me.’

Edward tried to laugh but his voice seemed to have gone completely now, his throat strained. A sleuth? If he had known the woman better, he might have leant towards her to speak into her ear to make himself heard, but instead he circled his index finger in the area of his Adam’s apple and shook his head. 

‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘Not the time. But let me give you my card. You might know the name.’

He looked. The card said WENDY WRIGLEY. In the lower corner was a Gmail address and a mobile number. Not knowing the name was a little embarrassing for Edward. He prided himself on being aware of local authors, local singers, especially folk artists who played at the Sidmouth Folk Festival. Was she a celebrity of some sort?

Edward turned the card over and pulled a pen from his jacket. 

Cupping the card in the palm of his hand he wrote:

What do u want me to investigate?

When he showed the card to Wendy Wrigley, she chuckled as if at a private joke.

And then she replied softly, as if passing on a secret. ‘Oh, that’s easy Edward. I want you to investigate me.’
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Chapter Four

The tyre was hissing. Kim Sinker wondered if she had time to fix it. She was fifteen minutes early; she was always fifteen minutes early. She had parked, felt the potholes in the road and then heard the grinding sound by the front left wheel. The sun was bouncing off the red roof, warming and blinding her, and she reached for her sunglasses as she moved towards the boot.

Popping the latch, she remembered. There was no spare tyre on her Porsche Carrera. The manufacturer had long since phased out spare tyres, ‘to improve fuel efficiency’. Instead, the second-hand car had come with a tube of gunk, a jack and a compressor. It was her second red Porsche. The first had been a brand-new electric and she suffered too much with range-anxiety to keep it. When she traded it in for the 2004 Carrera, the dealer had mentioned that punctures were so rare she would not miss the spare: ‘You just lift, seal, reinflate.’

She looked away from the tyre and up at the top floor of the property. From one flat to another. It was the last she would show that week, and was much more than a regular apartment – this was a rare penthouse in Sidmouth. 

The lane was one road back from one of the finest seafronts in Devon and the large block of private flats overlooked the cricket green. 

The property was one she had always wanted to show. The flats had first been sold the instant they were completed. But she would have been at college when those sales went through, back in the early 2000s. Most residents tended to leave the place in a box. Their families often found a way of keeping the flat when the will was actioned. Sons, daughters and grandchildren all fell in love with their mum and dad’s view of the sea, the brightness of the air. Being an estate agent, Kim would have liked 100 per cent inheritance tax and zero stamp duty. The more sales, the more turnover. No one should be allowed to stay in a place for forty years. But only death and divorce got them out of a spot like this. She laughed at the radical thoughts she allowed herself when she had a moment to reflect – positively North Korean. 

Kim had parked diagonally. She would have to find out if the council had an action plan on the potholes; a single one could kill a sale. 

She contemplated the flat tyre. She was not going to play the role of damsel-in-distress and call Edward. He was practical in his own way, but sometimes seemed to get lost inside his own head. She loved him for his warmth and humour, and the way laughter could roll from him like water from a stream, suggesting an infinite supply. Moments of sadness were understandable. She loved him for it all.

The picture of Edward in her mind spread warmth across her body. She had sold him that crazy property above Ladram Bay and the affair had begun then and there – just as crazy. Her using him rather than the other way around. Then he had lost his young son and disappeared from her life. Just before her own divorce, events had brought them back together. 

She never expected him to be capable of the love he had shown her. She only saw the fire of her first marriage as she left it, like a driver watching a motorway pile-up in her rear-view mirror. Divorce from a violent husband was like a rebirth. But Edward, this six-foot-something, sideburned, badly dressed man in permanent need of a haircut, who moved at times – in his oversized shoes – as if he felt he had no right to fill a hole in the air: he had been torn, not reborn, by his son’s death. Somehow he had willed himself to move beyond it. His love for her was a miracle. 

Her phone was ringing, and she saw the name on her screen. As if her thoughts had drawn him. When she picked up, she heard a croak.

‘Nightmare.’

‘What? Who is this doing heavy breathing at me?’

‘It’s your boyfriend with no voice. I can’t even do my show tonight,’ rasped Edward at the other end. ‘I think I now have five minutes of voice thanks to a pastille.’

‘You poor thing.’

‘Listen, I was at an event for listeners and your mum was there.’

‘Why was it a nightmare?’

‘She decided to translate for me because of my voice. And I gather she got a few things upside-down.’

‘Like what?’ 

‘Apparently I promised the radio station would compensate victims of The Case. I’ve just had a call from Aspinall; he was ultra-aggressive, but also laughing at me, which was worse. He said if I wanted the scam victims compensated, he would divert “your own modest salary, Edward” straight to them, or, better yet, I could find a way to turn my show into a ratings driver. Which he said was unlikely, as “your bloody show has fewer scoops than theatre interval ice cream”. He was exceptionally rude.’

‘Well, that’s unfair. You’re not there to break stories, you’re there to talk about what’s happening already.’

‘He called me “The Official NFC”.’

‘What does that even mean?’

‘“Next for the chop”. Then he really started raging. He said if my show ever broke a story, it would probably collapse.’

‘Bastard. Workplace bullying.’

‘It all happened at Harpford Hall. I was speaking and I couldn’t make myself heard. Your mum’s translations were a bit wayward, to say the least, and—’

‘Don’t. I can’t bear it.’

‘Now Aspinall’s furious. He says compensating the victims of the scam would be half a million quid. I didn’t even say we would.’ He coughed. ‘Where are you? I wanted to talk to you about something.’

‘What?’

‘Something good, big. I don’t want to get into it on the phone.’ 

‘That’s lucky because I can barely hear you, sweetie.’ Kim kicked the flat tyre. ‘I’m at Thirdfield Terrace with a puncture. Showing a gorgeous penthouse which I’ve lusted over for years.’

She turned to the cricket field. The green would need careful handling when it came to selling a property. ‘The gentle sound of leather on willow in the summer’ is what you had to say. Not: ‘Long winter nights listening to teenage kids pissed on Strongbow snogging each other’s faces off.’ 

Still, early May was the perfect moment to show the place. They’d surely been at the lawn with nail clippers, all those old buffers in scuffed flannels. The sun’s rays touched the sea and scattered, lines of white razored in the deep green.

‘This place,’ she said, ‘honestly. You should see it, Edward. It has everything.’

‘Let me sort out your tyre while you’re showing the flat,’ said Edward. He landed on the same pun. ‘You do their flat, I’ll do yours.’

‘Very good, but—’

‘Really. I’ll come over. It’s something I don’t need a voice for. Hey – do you know a Wendy Wrigley? The Birmingham crossbow—’

The line dropped for a moment, and her attention was taken by a middle-aged man with a stick walking up the terrace towards her. Was this her client? The name had been double-barrelled, so it could well be.

‘Did you say crossbow, Edward? Hello? The line—’

‘Yes. A woman came up to me this afternoon, and—’

Kim yelped as someone behind her tapped her shoulder. She whirled around to face the stranger, a young man in his late twenties, smirking, flat-foreheaded, with shiny blond hair swept backwards and outwards like a mane. ‘Wait, baby, I think my client’s here.’

The stranger repeated her words: ‘Wait baby.’ Then he roared with laughter, as if he had just played the most incredible prank.

He was smartly dressed but oddly proportioned, with extra weight around his waist and nowhere else, making his body oval. His legs were locked straight, feet planted apart in red brogues as if he was squaring up for a fight he knew he would win. Kim had the thought that the manly stance was hollow – was he imitating an abusive father or school bully who had done him some long-remembered harm? The young man laughed again, a single loud yelp this time. 

‘I’ll call you back shortly,’ Kim said to Edward, then disconnected the call without waiting for an answer. She was a little disconcerted. This man must have sidled into position behind her, in his sharp suit and buffed shoes, despite the gravel underfoot and the fact that the only way around to this side of the road would have been via the cricket green. But rather than shake her hand or say his name, he turned. ‘Ruhi, mate!’ he shouted in a London accent. ‘Over ’ere!’

A woman who might have been a model appeared between a line of five cars parked at the edge of the green. The contrast between the two could not have been greater. She was walking – almost floating – in their direction. She was tall and wore a dress so diaphanous that Kim thought she could see black underwear through it, or maybe no underwear at all. When Ruhi drew closer to them, somehow navigating the cricket green in heels, Kim was dazzled by her high-cheekboned beauty. Could she smell expensive perfume, carried on the breeze? The other woman would tower over them both when she reached them. The wind caught her dress and lifted it at the hem.

‘You’re cold,’ said Kim, dazed. 

‘Goose pimples,’ said the woman, arriving with the grace of a royal. There was only one imperfection that Kim could see – her long, narrow nose was a little askew. ‘Didn’t expect the seafront to be like this.’ She sounded disappointed already. ‘I’m Ruhi, this is Tank, and you must be Sinker the estate agent?’

‘Kim, please.’

‘Sinker!’ exclaimed the man.

The classy-looking middle-aged gent with the walking stick was long gone. What a shame: these two were her clients instead. Kim scrolled through her mental Rolodex. She had never had an initial customer interaction like this before. It was not very … Devon. If the lady was wearing no underwear, as she suspected, they were in uncharted territory. 

The client name in her phone calendar was Thomas Slater-Glynne. Back in the day, a double-barrelled surname said old money; she could expect a silver fox in tweed with a gentle handshake and proper manners. But these days, even the chap barking prices on the fruit-and-veg stall in Exmouth had a hyphenated surname, so a Slater-Glynne could be anyone. Was this fellow called ‘Tank’ the Thomas she was expecting?

Oh. Of course he was. She got the joke – Thomas, Tank. The young man must have seen the penny drop because he shoved his hands deep into his pockets and flapped his elbows like wings. ‘Yep, I’m “Tank” to the lady.’ 

Ruhi, the six-foot tower of dark beauty, spoke. ‘I watched Thomas the Tank Engine growing up in Kerala. He and I need codenames because we work together and nobody knows.’

‘I call her Fire,’ said Tank. ‘Because, you know. She works for me.’

Fire and Tank. For God’s sake. Kim didn’t ‘know’ and did not want to know. ‘You’ve come down from London?’ she asked.

‘How did you guess? American Bank, all on the QT,’ said Tank. ‘Cash purchase for our shag cabin.’

Kim felt her shoulders slump. Oh, Jesus Christ, bloody London bankers with the hots, spare me. She had a few days off next week to do some home decorating. She had plans for the kitchen and the lounge and she had a plan for how she would do it that felt … right. So this was her last customer meeting for a while. Did it have to be this pair? Could she not have a Tweed/Silver Fox customer instead? She shot a glance at Ruhi, believing the woman must be more classy than this, seeing her delicate fingers studded with gems, wanting her at least to show exasperation – or maybe an acknowledgement that this grubby man was punching well above his weight – but she was smiling serenely, apparently smitten. 

The pair turned their gazes slowly to the sun-drenched frontage of the apartment block with Shall we get on with it? expressions. Okay, they were colleagues having a secret affair and could lash out a million on a penthouse flat. Amazing that sheer money could lure such a stunning woman, an elongated Nicole Scherzinger, to a milk-haired Weeble.

Kim told herself not to care. She was in a good mood and this would not ruin it. 

She looked at her watch on the way in, tried to think of her footsteps as elapsing seconds that were drawing her closer to the weekend and the week off. Ruhi moved past her – through her, almost – into the hallway. There were letters on the mat. Instinctively Kim dropped to her haunches to move them. Her face was so close to the man’s red shoes she saw her reflection in the toecaps. 

Bristling, she moved the letters to the radiator shelf. She was slender herself, but was conscious of how much less glamorous she was compared to the other woman. Fire would not squat for anyone.

‘Communal areas always give buyers a bad first impression,’ said Kim, ‘because they can seem impersonal. But at least this one is tidy.’ Then she thought, Maybe I’ll kill this sale. I don’t want to deal with these people. So she added, ‘Well, I thought it was going to be tidier than this. Disappointing, really.’ 

The trio climbed the stairs. The carpet was a pastel green – Kim would call it thick pistachio – and the paint on the walls was an off-white emulsion which must have been refreshed recently because there were no scratches or other marks.

‘No lift?’ asked Tank. 

‘You don’t need a lift. You’re not an old man,’ said Ruhi, ascending the stairs as if she was made of air.

Tank laughed coarsely in Kim’s direction. ‘I have already proved that to her in so many ways.’ Why did he need to constantly signal that they were having perpetual sex?

‘Nearly there,’ said Kim on the fourth. A white banister led the way. But suddenly a stranger blocked them. 

The woman’s white hair was bunched at the top of her head and slightly wet, as if she had sprung from the bath to confront them. She wore a felt-green dress with a matching belt which pinched at a frame that suggested skin and bone. Her eyes were black and shone like drops of crude oil.

‘Visiting, you three?’ she asked keenly.

‘Hopefully buying,’ said Tank crassly.

‘I chair the residents’ association, and usually we would expect the courtesy of advance—’

‘I’m so sorry,’ Kim broke in. ‘I’m the agent. I haven’t shown anything in this block before. I didn’t know—’

The other woman had not finished. ‘My name is Beryl Woodward. As I say, Residents’ Association Chairman.’ The very last syllable was stressed.

Tank pushed his hand out. He was reaching for a handshake, but the motion was aggressive. ‘We may not buy! Depends on ’ow you treat us, so watch out!’

‘And will it be a second home?’ asked Ms Woodward stiffly, still not shifting. 

‘No, gawd!’ cried Tank. ‘Course not!’

‘You’re very young to be moving down here from … London, is it?’

‘She works for me,’ he said for the second time. ‘We made a lot of money in investments,’ said Tank. ‘I mean a lot.’

‘It’s a lovely spot to retire to,’ said Beryl Woodward, tempting Tank to say that wasn’t what they were doing. Her eyes narrowed. Kim was starting to like her. Go on, she thought, one more question and you can frighten them off. But the wise old lady just offered half a smile, stepped backwards and let them pass. ‘Another two floors, and then I think you might like the view.’

Kim kicked herself as the trio continued their journey up the stairs. ‘Chairman, Chairman, Chairman,’ Tank chanted. All she would have had to say to Beryl was ‘second home’, and the Residents’ Association would have picketed the apartment and probably organized a sit-in rather than let it go to these two. She was fully on Beryl’s side. She did not want Tank and Fire to buy the place either – to see this cherished piece of real estate become a ‘shag cabin’ – but something stopped her from torpedoing her own business. 

The top floor was split in half, giving the entire space over to just two apartments. Here the landing carpet was shagpile white and their feet sank into it. Kim fidgeted for a second and then took the bankers left towards a door marked Larksmoor South. 

The empty space was huge. The main room had a kitchenette in the corner, generous space for dining and seating and high rafters. Sun drenched every inch of the interior. The floor was pock-marked timber, weathered just right. Kim moved across the space to pull the blinds but could not find the controls. Her eyes would not adjust to this much sunlight. She could barely see Tank and Ruhi, who had stayed in shade near the entrance. 

The windows stretched all the way along one side, and the corner gave a view of the Clock Café and Jacob’s Ladder, which led down to the beach. Kim gasped at the light and the view – the windows were floor to ceiling, nine feet tall – and rummaged blindly for her sunglasses. 

As she searched her handbag, she heard Tank’s voice. 

‘We’ll take it.’

‘Wait,’ said Ruhi.

Where were those damned glasses? She
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