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EPIGRAPH

‘It’s not true I had nothing on. I had the radio on.’ 
Marilyn Monroe




PART ONE
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CHAPTER ONE

He could smell the lad. Smell his son on the field as he approached. The unquenchable, restless love of the parent, scanning the air like radar. The lion’s nose – the wind always told you where your cub was. The February cold stung his cheeks as a slap would. In the distance he heard the teams shouting ‘Pass! Here!’ and strained for Matty’s voice.

He could not wait to reach the touchline and call out his support. The mist rose from his mouth as thick as vaped cinnamon. Approaching the other parents, he felt a sudden cough leap in his chest and stifled it, hugging his overcoat. A cough at this moment might have sounded deliberate, a way of ensuring they turned and greeted him. He would rather be alone.

The sports field was on Pinn Lane, a former wheatfield halfway between the school in Cubitt St Clare and the coast at Sidmouth. The seaside was a four-mile drive from the school; the boys must have been disappointed when the coach stopped halfway, after the sharp left which put the River Otter behind them. A sign read school sports private, suggesting a world shortage of colons. On the field, the occasional lopsided bounce of the football was a reminder of furrows here in years gone by, a memory of wheat grown. Some sheaves still sprouted behind the goalposts; once a wheatfield, always a wheatfield.

Edward Temmis hated that the kids did the trip from Cubitt by minibus even on the hottest summer days, all those youngsters seat-belted and cooped up behind toughened glass, but he guessed it was school insurance that made the protection of a vehicle necessary. Perhaps that could be an item for the show one day.

Avoiding the home supporters – the gaggle of parents on the far touchline who knew him – meant lifting his knees high to cut through the long grass and brambles at the back of the pavilion, which still showed the last cricket score of summer.

This was one of those days when you could not imagine going without an overcoat, much less wearing sunglasses or hearing the thwack of a cricket bat. He admired the boys for coming out in shorts on a day like this. They were twelve; some were thirteen already. At eleven, Matty was the youngest by a year. He admired his son for staying with the team; his boy was the best player by a country mile. No gloves on the pitch – which was, quite literally, ‘old school’.

The shouting got louder. He felt the damp from the unkempt grass reach his shins, and cursed a bramble that caught the end of his trouser leg. No one heard his expletives. He could have been invisible.

Emerging from behind the pavilion, incognito, safely away from the other parents, he made for the left touchline and chose a spot where any action in the midfield would stop him being seen by the mothers and fathers on the line opposite. He began shouting for the team. Stupidly he had left the fixture list at home and had a sudden panic about where the visiting players had come from. This was the Devon and Cornwall Schools’ League. Cubitt St Clare Boys were mid-table, punching above their weight, not least because of a couple of crackers Matty had scored from midfield. Matty’s mother would have loved to hear about that.

An observer might have wondered about this tall, heavyset dad with a whiskery growth of beard and dark hair curling beyond his collar who joined the visiting team’s parents and, rocking backwards and forwards in those big shoes, shouted for his child. They might have noticed the hearing aid when he reached behind his left ear once or twice. A boys’ football game was not the sort where fans of opposing teams had to be kept separate, but the way he called his son’s name and urged him to ‘pass, Matty, double back, that’s it!’ or ‘watch for the long ball, just run, it’ll find you!’ was a little hard on the ears. The parents around him – the away fans, visiting from Dittisham, he now remembered, forty-five miles distant – shot each other glances.

‘Nice to have you with us,’ said one of the mums eventually, as if she was the one the others insisted should speak. The woman was much shorter than Edward, with a smart, pea-green coat and matching driving gloves. He wondered if Dittisham was a private school.

‘What’s the score?’ he asked. ‘I was late.’

With that he adjusted the hearing aid. She might have thought he was trying to hear the answer, but Edward was actually trying to turn the world down. He was just here to shout for Matty. The woman turned and contemplated him. The calling of the boys on the pitch quietened, momentarily, for a throw-in. ‘I know your voice,’ she said. After a pause, as if she had tried and failed to place it, she turned to another woman next to her. ‘The score, Chloe?’

‘There isn’t one,’ said the woman. She was dressed all in muddy green, taller and altogether more imposing than her friend. Her jeans were streaked with oil. She kept her eyes on the pitch, as if refusing to be interested in the stranger.

Sensing that the two women desired some sort of acknowledgement, he wanted to say his name: ‘I’m Edward Temmis, Matty’s father. Matty plays for Cubitt’s.’ He could have added in a raised voice, ‘I don’t have to explain why I didn’t stand on the home line.’ He was on the wrong side of the pitch because he did not want to stand with the parents from Matty’s school, and there were good reasons for that, reasons he did not want to explain. So Edward sank into his overcoat, screwing up his eyes to find his son as he stared at the mob of boys around the ball.

There was a Dittisham lad who broke clear on the other side at that moment, trapping a loose ball that had been headed by one of the Cubitt’s boys and, left toe killing the energy in the ball for a second, turned his body and completed a back-heeled pass to one of his team members.

‘I know it now,’ said the woman beside him. She tried again. ‘I realize where I know your voice from.’ Instead of turning to her left, where Edward stood, she angled her body right and spoke to the friend in the oil-encrusted jeans. ‘The radio.’

That would have been the end of the conversation, which Edward had barely heard and had no desire to continue, except that the second taller woman suddenly said loudly, ‘Oh! I know it too. I know it now. Oh goodness. Excuse me, Cheryl.’

And, while he focused on the pitch, she turned and walked off purposefully.

‘I don’t know what’s got into her,’ said Cheryl.

‘Your friend?’ he asked, sounding uninterested. He touched the hearing aid, realizing he was not going to be allowed to tune them out.

‘We’re Chloe and Cheryl,’ said the shorter woman. ‘So we sound like something halfway between a CBeebies cartoon and a porn movie.’ She giggled at her joke, which he thought she must have made a dozen times before. He hadn’t expected the words ‘porn movie’ from a woman in an immaculate coat with gold buttons, but his laughter caught in his throat and the cough he had stifled ten minutes ago emerged.

To counter it he raised his voice, spluttering: ‘Matty! Matty! Pass here! East–west! This side! Now! Now!’

He had been too loud.

Something happened beside him, a fractal shift in the way the light curved. Cheryl shifted her weight from one foot to another and said softly, ‘But aren’t you …? Didn’t you …? No, that can’t be.’

The Dittisham boys had the ball again. They played in a mauve and white stripe. A fair-haired lad, about the same age as Matty but bigger and bulkier than Edward’s son, tore down the left, and for a moment Edward worried that Matty would try to intercept him and get trampled. But he shouted anyway, ‘Get over here, Matty!’

And then he felt the hand on his forearm.

‘Oh, Edward,’ said Cheryl. The tone was as far away as it was possible to be from her brisk and rather remote greeting not five minutes earlier. When he looked down at the woman, he could not take his eyes away from a dash of scarlet lipstick that had moved from her upper lip to one of her front teeth. It made him think of blood.

‘Oh, Edward,’ she said again, and he saw that she was crying. Her make-up ran. Her grip tightened.

At that point he could have hugged her and cried his eyes out, for reasons both of them would understand without speaking another word. But no, he was here to support his son and would not be distracted. A Dittisham beanpole with red hair brought the ball down. That must have been Matty who tackled him.

As he turned back to the pitch, his pride overcame him. Again and again, louder and louder, he called for Matty to pass it, bury it, lob it, lift it … ‘Just walk it through to the goal!’

Now he turned his hearing aid fully down so that, at least on his left side, there was no return path and no one could interrupt him with a clumsy question or the conversation he knew was coming. But he could no longer avoid the way the mums and dads on the opposite side of the pitch were huddled around Chloe, the denim-clad woman who must have walked two hundred yards of touchline to reach a group of perfect strangers.

He pulled his arm away from Cheryl by taking a step to the left. He was supporting Matty. That’s what he was here for. He would not let Chloe or Cheryl or Clare or Carole or Chris or Clive or whoever these people were … No, he would not let them stop him. They had no right. He was here for his darling eleven-year-old, his Matty, who was so good at everything, so loving towards his father, so promising, so bright. And such a goal-scorer! Hey, was that him now, through on goal?

He grew hoarse as he called his son’s name. But strangely, each time Edward shouted, his words seemed to stop a player on the pitch. One at a time, they halted their runs. They said something to each other. The ball went out of play and no one went to fetch it. Some of them stared at him. Two hugged each other.

Cheryl, the lady he had met less than half an hour before, put her arm around him and held him close. This time he did not resist. Chloe was walking back with some of the Cubitt’s parents, at first hugging the touchline and then, with play apparently suspended, cutting across the pitch itself.

‘What’s happened?’ he asked, the question directed at his shoes as the new arrivals gathered around him.

Cheryl pinched her nose. Her eyes narrowed. He turned on his hearing aid and it whistled.

‘Lovely man, it doesn’t help you if I mince my words.’ She inhaled the winter air deeply, like a chain smoker drawing on her first cigarette after a long-haul flight. ‘I am a business coach. Honesty is at the heart of what I do.’

Then she uttered three quick sentences.

‘Edward, your son is not here. He is not on the pitch. Edward, your son is dead.’
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CHAPTER TWO

‘Remind me,’ the controller had always said, ‘why they put our radio station on a seafront?’

Edward sat alone on the bench facing the roaring water. The promenade was ten feet above the beach, the sky was darkening, and the waves were crumping against the sea wall.

Funny how time worked – he was five minutes from the front door of his workplace and fifteen minutes from the meeting. Two different measures of the same moment. Was that what Einstein was all about? The problem of distance measured by time? So how should he measure time since Matty? In months, or memories, or mornings lost in bed? What was the line in that old poem – should he count the days in coffee spoons?

The wooden shelters on the promenade at Sidmouth barely kept out the wet. Even the slightest breeze drove sea spray sideways onto the benches, with the result that the council had to repaint the shelters twice a year with dark brown Cuprinol.

Occupying two upper floors of an old hotel in the middle of the promenade, the radio station took the same public lashing as the shelters but without the protection of the council. Twelve months a year, just over his left shoulder, his employer’s building had regular beatings from Devon’s coastal climate – salt and storm and sun and sea all caned the rotten frontage like a 1970s headmaster attacking a long-hated pupil with barely a break between strokes. At least the bus stops got Cuprinol. The station did not have the money for fake tan.

Edward had fished a Sainsbury’s bag out of his pocket and was sitting on it, wearing a baseball cap to hide his face. That was the mistake he had made at the football game, not wearing the cap, allowing the others to see him, allowing his loss to become their pity. The business coach had woken him from his dream; possibly that was what business coaches did. But what use to him was reality? All he had wanted was to go and shout for his son like he did before the accident. It did not mean he was mad, did not mean his son was not dead. It was the briefest escape and hurt no one.

He took solace in the waves having come to this mile of seafront every day for nearly twenty years. He had started at the radio station aged twenty-five and here he was, still presenting his ‘show with a view of the sea’.

‘It’s dark, isn’t it, but I saw you from my window,’ Agnes Chan said. ‘I learned this from you, of course.’

‘Using a bag?’

‘The bag for dryness. Sainsbury’s is best. The orange is a water-repellent, I think.’

‘I’m not sure that’s scientifically proven.’

‘I never know when you’re joking, Edward. You’re worse than me.’

He smiled, staring at the sea and the dank black clouds that had stolen the last hour of daylight, thinking how forced her banter sounded. The surface of the water was wild. ‘Glamorous, aren’t we, down here?’

She laughed at his effort.

‘Good to see you, Edward.’

‘You, too.’

‘Remind me why we put our office on a seafront?’

‘You always say that.’

‘And I’m always thinking it,’ the controller confirmed. ‘I like that you now expect the comment from me, so I don’t like to disappoint.’

Agnes Chan was six or seven years younger than him, in her thirties, a London hotshot brought in by the parent company after succeeding in places as varied as Milton Keynes and the Scottish Borders. They had posted her to Devon’s Rock ’n’ Talk Radio 92FM three years ago. He vaguely remembered a slim, chatty, angular thing arriving in Devon, who talked a lot about badminton. The person who sat next to him now had no sharp corners. He felt guilty for noticing her weight had ballooned – there were rumours of fertility treatment, but no sign of a partner – and for casually assuming a badminton racket was gathering dust somewhere in her house.

He would have loved to believe that Agnes Chan was staying in Devon because its stress-free walks along the Jurassic Coast were the perfect tonic, but they both knew she was staying because she had failed.

The radio station – which everyone called Devon RTR, or sometimes RTR-92 – had an older audience and older presenters, yet here was a woman in her thirties coming down from London to shake it up. Her mission – the absolute inanity of this – was to ‘bring in a younger audience’, and the older DJs on the station – among them a local legend called Vic Turnbull who did the mid-mornings and ran a dairy farm, his jingles chorusing ‘Pumping it out from 9 till 12’ – had ganged up to make things difficult for her.

Then, one day, not long after Agnes had started, as he sat with half a dozen of the oldest presenters in the station canteen, including a man called ‘Lord’ Keith Wenn, who was still doing a weekly show at RTR-92 and was definitely not a lord, the conversation turned to that one. Vic Turnbull, who had consumed two tins of Pinot Grigio, thumbed over to the glass box that passed as the controller’s office, lowered his voice and hissed at the others, ‘How do you suppose the bosses in London decided we should be run by a Jap?’

Without thinking Edward said, ‘What the holy hell does that mean, exactly?’

Vic gestured at Brian Channon. ‘I’d rather have a Channon than a Chan.’

Brian and Lord Wenn laughed. ‘And I gather she’s got one of them on the go, too.’

‘What do you mean by that?’ asked Edward.

‘Some African.’

‘Perhaps he’s taken her up the Zambezi,’ chuckled Lord Wenn. There was a roar of laughter.

As if stung, Edward jumped from his seat, possessed by an outrage that surprised him.

‘I was married to one of them,’ he said, furiously.

There was a moment of silence as the exchange sank in. Presenters might hate each other, but they never, ever argued in the open.

Edward left the room. Behind him Vic said, ‘Ah, the younger generation!’

So that had been it. Edward was no longer part of the old guard, nor part of the new and in his forties, he was a good twenty years younger than them anyway. Vic and Wendy never spoke to him again and pointedly left him off their leaving party invite lists. Agnes clumsily sidelined them as Edward watched. It was a bloody business and, exactly as they had warned, the listening figures slumped as she chased a younger audience.

‘You don’t need to worry,’ she had quietly told him one day. ‘In the evenings, it’s you. It’s always been you. The Gammons wouldn’t play new music. You don’t have that issue.’

Gammons? So here she was attacking old white men, while he had defended her from attack as a young Asian woman.

‘I can stay?’

‘You can stay.’

Then tragedy struck. He lost Matty. It was eleven months ago now; last March. Agnes had been there for him, allowing ‘as much paid time off as you need’, but the moment was coming where he would need to come back. He wanted her to set a date for him to aim at because it would probably do him good to come back to work. One year was the obvious moment.

‘The sea is furious today,’ she was saying.

‘As angry as Brian Channon,’ he said. The water rolled and spray was beginning to hit their faces. A thin rain had started, becoming mist as it fell on the water and mixing with the spray – a cold, rough, salted ghost of water that drifted upwards and sideways and drenched everything. Even on the most miserable day you might see a lone swimmer or layered-up holidaymaker, but today there was not a soul.

‘Is it safe here?’

‘You are so … so London, boss. Yes, it’s perfectly safe.’

She looked pained. ‘The whole London thing was spread by that farmer.’ She couldn’t bear to say Vic Turnbull’s name.

‘He used to spend his mornings muckspreading, then in the afternoons he would work on the farm.’

‘Well, exactly.’ She turned to him, a movement he saw at the periphery of his vision. ‘How are you, Edward?’

‘Sorry? It’s so—’

‘Loud? Yes. I was asking how you are.’ She raised her voice above the roiling of the sea and brought her face so close to the hearing aid over his left ear that he could smell her perfume, even with the wind whipping the wooden shelter. She shouted, ‘Are you happy to chat out here, not in the station?’

‘This’ll be the loudest private conversation in history.’ He shrugged and called back: ‘It’s fine, I guess.’ They bundled themselves up and leant back into the shelter, which gave a little extra soundproofing. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Look, I saw Twitter yesterday,’ she said. ‘The football-match business. It was awful. I’m sorry.’

‘Please don’t be sorry about it. I was in my own world.’

‘I don’t mean “sorry” about that. I mean I’m sorry, but you can’t come back to your show. The hashtag was #MentalHealthEpisode. I consider us to be friends.’

‘Wait … I’m sacked?’ He grabbed the edge of the wooden seat with both hands as if he was in danger of sliding off it. His face was slack, his mouth hanging open in shock.

‘Maybe we can find you something less onerous,’ she offered, not meeting his eye.

‘The religious slot?’

She missed his irony. ‘Would you like to?’

‘Come off it! I haven’t been to church in years.’

‘Dan was a Satanist.’

‘I live for my show,’ he told her. He turned back to face the sea, looking out blindly across the beating waves. ‘It’s all I’ve got now.’

‘Oh, Edward.’ He noticed, despite the low light, that her spectacles had darkened completely. ‘Your listeners love you, loved you,’ the change of tense was brutal, ‘but I can’t inflict your rage and grief on them.’

He knew he sounded desperate, but he wasn’t ready for this. ‘Hey, I’m not in pieces, I’m getting better.’

‘It’s great that you are. Maybe we—’ A roar of sea cut her off, the heavy drop of wave on foreshore rocks. He moved his head closer to hers to hear better and thought how strange this was. Agnes had wanted to see him out here because no one would hear them, just as Moore and Connery always ran a bath in the old Bond films to stop conversations being overheard.

There was a muffled boom. Like a trussed-up body dropped from height on sand. The crump of a wave hitting the sea wall. Freezing spray from the impact hit them like a flood.

Agnes screamed. There was another scream from somewhere, more guttural, and he saw a mother trying to hold on to a pram drenched in water. The wind, having been calm, had suddenly come at them in gust after gust, like blasts from sawn-off shotgun barrels hitting everyone. The squall pinned them into the shelter and made Agnes grab his arm. He suddenly felt her fear and frailty.

‘Jesus, let’s make a move and get out of this,’ he shouted.

But the sea stood up before they did. In a fraction of a second it turned from horizontal to vertical. It had been a churning surface; now it was a wall. And the wall fell on them. The wave, twenty feet above the promenade, broke in staggered sections from one end of it to the other, drenching them completely, both their exclamations lost in the roar of sound and water.

God, the woman with the pram. Was she in the sea?

The second wave was bigger than the first. Edward felt the air blown out of his lungs as it crashed onto the shelter and, in a scooping action, fired him legs-first over the sea wall.

Kicking, Edward surfaced into the heavy rain and waves. Above him, between waves bucking him wildly, their shelter on the promenade was still standing, incredibly. He panicked as he gulped sea water and cast about for a sight of the young mother or her pram. She was not on the pavement any more. If the child was strapped into it …

The sea was raging now, almost over the top of the harbour wall. He shed his overcoat because its weight in the sea would have dragged him down, but his trousers were waterlogged too and he could not move his legs. Had Agnes run for help? The wave had been enormous but the seafront was used to water. Traffic was moving on the road again. He shouted but the downpour and the surf cloaked and silenced him.

And then he saw the flare of fabric in the sea, the mound of wool containing a bubble of air and surely, that was the child in the pram. Face down and barely floating. He struck out, thrashing his arms. Water rushed into his nose and he gagged. Onto his back, then, for a moment. The child was only ten feet away, and no one had seen her go in. It was getting dark. He ripped at his trouser belt underwater, wrenched it out, spun and pulled the trousers off. Now he could kick. The waves spat him sideways, tumbling him against the brickwork of the wall, winding him. He burst into a flurry of movement, cutting the bitter sea with his arms. Now, closer, he lunged at the mound of coat and knew he had got the child.

But it was not the child. He pulled the coat towards him and the body was larger and heavier than anything he expected.

‘Agnes!’ he shouted. ‘Agnes, I’ve got you!’

His yelling stopped a pedestrian, who looked down into the dark water and screamed. Others gathered under the streetlights, which flickered into life. Two teenagers started down the promenade steps but a wave soaked them in an instant. Edward turned and placed his arm under the neck of Agnes, who felt as heavy as a rock.

‘Kick! Kick, Agnes, kick!’ He could not feel her moving. He worried about wrenching her neck in his arm, but he had to move.

‘This way, this way Agnes!’

Now everyone was screaming. The traffic had stopped and people were climbing out of their cars. A policeman arrived and started to wrench an inflatable ring from the locked safety box on the pavement. But as soon as he threw it, a wave took Edward and Agnes to the wall, splashing their bodies against the unyielding brick, stunning Edward, although he kept his hold on her. His shirt was grabbed by the first teenager, who stood waist-deep in the water. The yanking of the shirt tore buttons all down the front, but his arms stayed in. He found the steps with his feet. But Agnes was lifeless. He and the two teenagers dragged her up the staircase and laid her on the pavement. Edward was not letting go of her. He locked his lips on hers and gave mouth-to-mouth. Then he sat astride her and pumped her heart with his hands though he was exhausted and close to vomiting. The police officer, setting his radio aside, lifted Edward off and took his place. Edward stood there shivering until a man gave him his coat. Someone took a photo.

Edward turned and saw the mother with the pram. She had removed her child from the buggy and they were cuddling. The two were soaked through and the buggy was on its side, the baby screaming in its mother’s arms. Edward walked up to them and hugged the mother, wordlessly.
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CHAPTER THREE

Barbara Sinker had two pieces of news for her daughter. She laid out the newspaper with the astonishing front page – but there was something else. Something bigger, she giggled to herself. The second thing was sensitive, personal, and she would have to be careful how she raised the subject.

Her home was in Colaton Raleigh, west of Sidmouth, the last bungalow on Tremory Road, a long field sloping away at the back. She had just returned from the seafront.

When Barbara got to Sidmouth she would stop in the big car park on Manor Road (cursing the app system they now used instead of Pay and Display), then walk for twenty minutes to reach Jacob’s Ladder. The ladder was more a staircase, right angles of wood painted white. The Victorians had built it where erosion of the cliff face had washed away the path. It had taken a family of four dying in a plunge in 1850 – from what had become a steep drop rather than a walkway – for the reluctant Victorian authorities to decide that it was probably unsafe to let the public wander down a precipice in search of the beach. The name Jacob’s Ladder was biblical, because in the Bible Jacob had a ladder that took him up to heaven. In Sidmouth they had a ladder that took them down to the beach.

‘They’ was just Barbara and the dogs. She would pop a pill and walk her two King Charles spaniels, Rascal and Roy, as the sun rose. They would start with a circuit of the field in Colaton to warm themselves up, then drive fifteen minutes to Jacob’s Ladder. The ache in her hips was annoying; the doctors had said Avascular Necrosis, which she was sure was the name of a Greek pop star she had liked in the Seventies. Barbara’s condition caused constriction in the blood vessels supplying certain joints. Pain relief medication kept her moving, but she was always worried about getting dependent on it; she had seen a horrible documentary about opioids in the States.

Despite the chronic pain, Barbara Sinker kept herself positive. Divorced for around twenty years, she would have considered herself, until recently, a happy singleton with interests all over Sidmouth – mainly catching up with her three children and their busy lives, but also a flower-arranging group attached to Colaton Raleigh’s church; a birding club that met on the coast at Branscombe during the summer to spot the county’s feathered visitors; Baileys-and-Canasta nights with her friend Phyllis, and the pub she visited at least three times a week for quizzing and where occasionally she could even be found volunteering behind the bar. And of course, her collection of automata with which she might admit to being just a little obsessed.

She told everyone who asked about her automata: ‘Oh, they’re not as modern as they sound. I have seven. Five from the 1800s. Just the most lovely pieces of intricate machinery. No screws. Painted wooden models a few inches high, with cogs and cables, which move when you turn a handle.’ Among her collection was a miniature bell-striker, for whom she preferred the posh name, Jacquemart. The six-inch imp with a hood would hit a bell, somewhat unconvincingly, when a handle was turned. Another ghoulish item, when operated, showed a blindfolded figure dropping through a trapdoor with a rope around its neck. She dreaded breaking one of her models, and despite her lack of funds was always looking out for another.

Barbara missed her profession, the home décor and decorating she had done for two decades after her divorce, but her hips meant she could not stand for long periods now. She was happy, but …

The last three weeks had taught her something was missing.

Kimberley Cobden walked up the garden path, breathing the village air deep into her lungs, betting herself that her mother would find the front door latch before she had even knocked. In fact she could fit together the sequence before it even happened: (1) Mum opens front door, (2) Mum says you’re looking thin, (3) Mum asks where Anthony is.

Her hand was on the knocker when the door opened, pulling her with it.

‘Darling. Now, promise me. Are you eating enough?’

Two out of three, thought Kimberley. She should have asked Bet365 to give her the odds. ‘Mum – come on.’

After hugging her mother carefully – always conscious of Barbara’s hips and always a little worried her own genes might be lining her up for the same fate – she asked how her dad was. Roy lived amicably around the corner, her parents even taking walks together once in a blue moon, him having forgiven the naming of one of Barbara’s dogs after him.

‘Oh he’s fine, love. I haven’t seen him in a few weeks, mind, but you know your dad.’ Barbara turned away at this, making a show of bustling them both inside.

Formalities over, Kimberley followed her mother until they got to the bay windows that faced the field out at the back.

‘Where’s Anthony?’

There it was, number three, as predicted. ‘He’s in the car.’ There was no point pretending.

‘Why don’t you bring him in? Oh, don’t tell me,’ her mother went on, answering her own question, ‘he’s working on something.’

‘Well, he is.’

‘And everything’s all right now?’

‘Why wouldn’t it be?’ Kimberley bridled. She knew she sounded defensive, but her mother’s emotional radar was so powerful that you had to either hide completely or tell everything. She always wondered if Mum wanted to hear her daughter’s marriage was in trouble so she could feel better about her own breakup, which happened when Kimberley was at the sensitive age of thirteen.

‘Anthony never seems to want to see me. Where is he parked?’

‘Just around the corner – no, Mum! You can’t hobble out there. You know he’s just quiet.’

‘It’s being in the police,’ Barbara tutted. ‘You think the world revolves around you.’

Kimberley snorted. ‘I don’t think he thinks that at all! He’s just been different lately.’

‘A couple of items to tell you. This first,’ her mother said, as if convening a board meeting. ‘Well, show you. Have a look at the Gazette.’ Barbara scooped the newspaper from the dining-room table with a flourish.

Kimberley rustled in her handbag for her spectacles, then glasses on, she peered at an article about a local wrestler, which she read aloud: ‘Local fighter, Denny Tajine, appealed to Gazette readers to give him a proper wrestler’s name, and they chose Denting Machine.’ Next to the piece was a photo of a tattooed and muscled teenager. She shot her mother a puzzled look.

‘You’re on the wrong page. Not the sport. Turn it over. The front page. Like I say, your friend and mine. And Björn Borg, of all things!’

Kimberley stared. The front of the paper was taken up with a dramatic photograph, underneath the masthead, East Devon Gazette. A man stood in a soaked shirt and underpants, his long legs bare and white and – yes, the brand name björn borg was stitched into the waistband.

The man in the photo was hugging a drenched woman in the street whose face was obscured. Behind him and slightly to the left, another woman lay on her back, the soles of her feet facing the camera. The flash bounced off the reflective trim of the shoes. From the photo it looked as if a kneeling police officer was pumping her chest.

‘That’s an amazing picture.’

‘Yes,’ Barbara nodded. ‘But look who’s in it!’

Kimberley stared. The headline read: SIDMOUTH ‘TSUNAMI’ COULD HAVE COST LIVES, SAYS MAYOR.

‘It can’t have been a tsunami because nobody died. With a tsunami, everyone’s dead.’

‘Don’t be callous, Kimberley. You remember you sold him a house?’

‘Are you talking about Edward Temmis?’ Kimberley was still staring at the photo, and now saw the caption. Pictured: popular local radio host, Edward Temmis, in aftermath of Sidmouth tsunami. ‘Of course I remember. I sold him a very strange house.’

‘On the cliffs.’

‘Almost over the edge of the cliffs.’

Kimberley was staring at the photo. Seeing something her mother could not see.

‘Darling?’

Kimberley flinched and pushed the Gazette aside. She sounded suddenly professional. ‘Yes, it was a strange thing. He bought that house because I think he liked the thrill of it, and he’s quite … eccentric.’

Her mother paused as if she was about to cry. ‘He hasn’t been on the radio since that day. I read about it. The station played slow music for twenty-four hours. I thought he’d be back by now because … Oh, it’s silly, I thought …’ Her mother trailed off.

‘You thought …?’

‘You’ll laugh.’

‘I won’t, Mum.’

‘I thought he needed us. Needed his listeners. He always called us his “crew”. I liked feeling part of that.’

‘I know you did. How many times did you call that show?’

Barbara forged ahead, ignoring the question. ‘And they have a teenager on now.’

‘I’m sure she’s not a teenager!’

‘Well, she keeps talking about Ed Sheeran and gin festivals. And she asked a question, “Which came first, Genesis or Genesis?” It’s so disrespectful, the idea that Phil Collins might have existed before the Bible.’

Kimberley frowned. ‘You don’t even like Genesis. Either Genesis. Why would you mind?’

‘I’m of an age. That’s the phrase they use.’ Her mother explained. ‘I’m of an age where you get put on the same table as all the people who can’t remember whose wedding they’re at.’

Kimberley snorted with laughter despite herself.

‘And the skin on my neck looks like a snake’s, like a cobra that can’t hood up any more. I’m one of those now – the old dears, we used to call them, laughing at the way they dribbled.’

‘I’ve seen you raging at the Pay and Display in Sidmouth. And you don’t dribble at all.’

‘I dye my hair. I keep fit. I walk every day, okay, slowly. The doctor said “Use it or lose it.” I listen to the Sex Pistols, because no one can believe us Pistols fans are drawing our pensions now! I haven’t started dribbling, I haven’t complained about kids on buses playing music from their mobiles, and sports cars revving on the promenade like they’re in some sort of movie—’

‘This is quite a long list of things you’re not angry about.’

They roared with laughter together, both at the same pitch, mother and daughter in perfect sync, if just for an instant. Behind Barbara’s head, Kimberley noticed the sun move between two clouds.

‘All I’m saying,’ her mother went on, ‘is that I loved Wimbledon and I miss him.’

‘What are we talking about now? Wimbledon?’

‘Oh, some of us set up a Facebook page after Edward made a remark about his surname. Just a silly remark on the radio. He said every time he rings a call centre and says “Temmis”, they always reply “Tennis as in Wimbledon?” So we called our Facebook group AS IN WIMBLEDON, but it’s slightly lapsed now. What with the tragedy over his poor boy.’

Kimberley wondered why the loss of this stranger’s son had affected her so deeply. She guessed that, for Mum and her friends, it was because Edward was no stranger. He was the best friend they had never met. Popular local radio host … 

She thought back to her first meeting with Mr Temmis, as she had called him, and the way he strode into the office with a torn coat and a shambling gait as if his legs were trying to walk in different directions. He was buying a house, which needed to be cheap and, he added, slightly exciting, ‘for my son.’ She remembered his laugh in particular – like a stream; babbling, almost continuous.

‘That sounds like the cliff-edge place at Ladram Bay.’

‘You have a house there?’

‘Not for sale, too dangerous. Condemned.’

‘I’d like to see it, Ms – er – I suddenly realize I don’t—’

‘My name is Cobden. Kim.’

He looked momentarily confused about which order the names were supposed to be in.

‘First name Kim,’ she said.

‘Ms Cobden then.’

‘Mrs.’

Her mother’s voice brought Kimberley back. ‘I just think it’s so odd, Anthony staying in the car.’

‘He knows I’m only here for an hour, and you know what the police are like, the paperwork.’

‘He’s doing paperwork in the car? What’s he resting on?’

Kimberley was sure her mother would know she was bluffing. It was difficult to explain what had happened to her husband this past year, difficult even to describe it. She had been married to a forthright, matter-of-fact, call-a-spade-a-spade Yorkshire cop, who was everybody’s favourite gentle giant until the front door closed behind him and he became an angry brute. For years, Kimberley had been mocked and belittled, grabbed, pushed, and once even punched, until she eventually learned how to avoid the eruptions by offering nothing but compliance, almost hero-worship, to calm the smoking mountain of anger in her home.

Then, for reasons she could not fully understand but she suspected could be bracketed under the heading ‘mid-life crisis’, Anthony woke up one day in tears and had been crying ever since.

A psychologist friend had informally briefed her with all the possibilities a professional might look for – sudden life change (no), a so-called Serious Narcissistic Injury (possibly caused by that missed promotion to detective sergeant at work?), trauma and PTSD (but he had seen many murder scenes and never been bothered), religious conversion (this was getting madder and madder).

Whatever the reason, the tiger had turned into a rabbit. The bite was gone, the stripes were gone; the roar was now a squeak. Faced with nursing a broken husband when her husband had previously done all the breaking, some women might have left – it was like seeing a jailer fall asleep with the keys to your cell within arm’s reach. But Kimberley had remained, because it was easier to deal with misery than violence. Anthony would wake in the morning in tears and take two hours to put his uniform on. She stayed when he hit her and she stayed when he stopped. When she asked herself why she was still in the marital home, she found herself coming up with stuff she had read in glossy magazines, headlines like WHY I ALWAYS BELIEVED I COULD CHANGE HIM that she had seen above readers’ letters. Maybe she had changed him, though? He had gone from raging to weeping. She could not punish the broken man for the actions of the breaker.

There was a remote possibility that he had found out something about her that she did not want him or anyone else ever to know. And there she left the thought, boxed and tied up in the attic of her mind, somewhere no one would ever stumble upon it.

She came back into the present and realized Edward Temmis was once more the subject.

‘You know how much I love his show. Such a tragedy, what he went through.’ Barbara’s voice started to break. ‘How could any man absorb that?’

‘Please don’t take that pain on. It’s not yours to suffer.’

‘But imagine losing one of yours if you had one.’

‘Still time,’ said Kimberley.

She was suddenly finding the conversation tiring. She felt a headache coming on, and as she glanced around the house the pulsing in her temples worsened. Looking at your mum’s knick-knacks could do that.

‘Let me go out and at least take Anthony a cuppa.’

‘No, Mum!’

‘Oh, love. Is it your head again? You’ve too much stress—’

‘Where have your little wooden machines gone?’ interrupted Kimberley, noticing they weren’t in their usual spot.

‘You’re just trying to throw me off asking about Anthony.’

‘Maybe a little.’

‘They’re automata. “Wooden machines” sounds like children’s toys. They’re in that room if you want to look.’ She pointed. ‘You’ve seen them a thousand times anyway. I heard Antiques Roadshow is coming to Tiverton in a couple of months, so I’ve been dusting them off in the lounge, where there’s a brighter lamp. Perhaps I’ll bring them along and let Fiona look.’

Kimberley raised her eyebrows, amazed that Barbara might show them to the TV programme. ‘For valuing, of course. Just valuing. Not selling. And,’ she looked gleeful all of a sudden, her eyes shining, ‘I might have another one soon, too.’

‘Oh?’ exclaimed Kimberley, who knew her mother had little in the way of spare cash.

‘It’s being ferried to me by … a friend, Kimberley. I’m not buying it.’

‘Ferried, eh?’

As though she’d said too much, and knew she had to curb her desire to say even more, Barbara zigzagged off to the kitchen, chirping about cups of tea. Kimberley sank down on the sofa. Elbows on her knees, she dropped her shoulders and allowed herself to relax. She got up, opened the window an inch and let the cool air and the smell of cut grass enter the room. Looking out towards the horizon she caught movement and saw, below the level of the window frame, her reflection moving in a small portrait mirror. It looked out of place, resting on the carpet and leaning against the wall. Why would her mother leave a mirror on the floor at that angle?

She stood up suddenly to go and look at the automata. But as she moved for the door she saw the newspaper, left on the table. She stared at the front page for a full minute.

‘You said a couple of things, Mum,’ Kimberley reminded her mother when she walked back in with the tray of tea and biscuits.

‘What?’

‘You said you had a couple of things to tell me. The newspaper and … Something else bothering you?’

‘Oh, not bothering! No, this is a good thing, darling. I think I’m in a relationship.’

Kim’s eyes widened but she felt she should measure her first response. ‘Well! You’ve been on the scene, have you?’

‘What? I don’t know what scene you’re talking about.’

‘The dating … Mum, whatever scene it is. I assume it’s not Tinder. Meeting people, getting out there, that’s all I mean.’

‘There’s been no “getting out there”, which I assume means the same as “putting it about”. Darling, I do have some life in me. I brush up quite well so long as no one asks me to stand on my head or run the hundred yards. There’s no need to look so surprised.’

‘I don’t think I was looking surprised at all. Where does he live, if I can ask? Is he local, or further afield? Exeter?’

‘Local. I’ve said quite enough. Didn’t you have an appointment?’ Barbara swiftly changed the subject.

‘A house viewing in half an hour in Newton Poppleford. Plenty of time. Twenty minutes’ drive.’

‘No, that’s forty with the roadworks! You’d better get going.’

‘Come on, Mum – you obviously want to tell me about him or you wouldn’t have raised it.’

By this point Kim was halfway to being bustled out of the front door. ‘I wanted to tell,’ said Barbara. ‘I didn’t want you to ask.’

‘This is like that time I was thrown out of a pub for swearing.’

‘Forty with the roadworks! Off you go!’

The front door slammed, shutting off whatever it was Barbara simultaneously wanted to tell her daughter – and didn’t want her daughter to know.




PART TWO

Three weeks after the wave
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CHAPTER FOUR

Bowdham Garden Centre, twenty miles from the border with Cornwall, was the place everyone went for spring bargains. Garden tools, barbecues, outdoor furniture, plants big and small, seeds and flowers were all on sale. You could pick up a mini-pack of writhing maggots for fish bait or a Bosch workbench too heavy for one person to carry. Even cut flowers had their own section. No customer left with nothing and it was a thriving place.

The till nearest the cut-flower display had only three people queuing. Last in line was a young woman in an airman’s jacket who seemed to have nothing to buy. When she arrived at the counter at last, she flashed a smile at the person serving.

‘The Lord is my fucking shepherd,’ she said.

The man behind the counter stiffened, unsure what to make of her.

‘Many people wouldn’t recognize you – Ted.’ She peered at his name badge.

When the badges were assigned after the week-long induction, new staff simply chose a name they wanted. Clare and Tracey, firm friends, became Janet and Jane. Everyone wanted the name ‘Skill’, which had been printed for a worker long since departed. But Edward Temmis was not allowed to join the name-badge game. The manager said it would make a mockery of the place if someone so well known in Devon had to go by Jeff or Wes or Bill or Clive. He had ended up with the ‘Ted’ badge, a contraction no one had ever used, which felt like a compromise. ‘Ted as in Bundy,’ the manager said.

The payoff from RTR-92 had been £62,500, equivalent to a year of his late-night shows. With a tiny mortgage on a falling-down house and no dependants, he could have lasted for a little while on the money. But there were back taxes to pay and he was worried his life might slow to a halt if he had no routine, so he jumped at the vacancy when he saw it advertised, deciding it would be good to be working again.

On the first day at the garden centre he had told himself: Just make the best of it. Take joy where you can. Because the alternative was to be swallowed by his sadness.

The sweary young woman in front of the counter was looking keenly at him. He was probably returning her gaze just as intensely. Her skin had the near-orange sheen of a Love Island contestant, and he wondered if she had had filler injected into her lips. From underneath a scarlet bucket hat her hair tumbled in gigantic gold curls.

She had short, muscled legs, the skin visible in snatches through two wide ladders which ran in parallel down the front of her tights. Below the thick jacket was a denim skirt cropped at the thigh. And, incredibly, she was on heels so high that without them she would have been barely five feet tall. Yet she stared at him with eyes so captivatingly blue that she seemed to freeze him to the spot.

At last she blinked.

‘You’ll have to forgive my bad language, Ted.’

He kept his voice level. ‘What would you like to pay for, madam?’

‘I’d like to pay for my rudeness,’ said the young woman. ‘I have a Tourette’s thing. Vicar’s daughter, but also a Glasgow gene. Long story, but when I’m stressed I either reach for Bible verses or profanities. Happens when I’m nervous. Apologies.’ She shook her shoulders and arms, like someone coming in from the rain.

He had the immediate thought – this was one of Tessa K’s listeners, come to finish him off. The youngster would pull a knife and that would be it. But that was ridiculous. A Tessa K devotee would be more likely to pelt him with vegan croquettes. Feeling his age, he told the girl, ‘We might have to calm the language down a little.’

‘Actually,’ she said in a voice that was husky and in which he now heard the trace of a Scottish accent, ‘a little bit of your time is what I need. Forgive my manner, Mr Temmis, but you are quite a …’ a sudden shake of the head, as if she was throwing off a memory … ‘shite. Hmm. Sweet Jesus. I mean to say, you are quite a hard man to find.’

It was true. Agnes Chan had never announced his departure, and he had never complained publicly about losing his show. The effect was of him simply vanishing into his own grief. The East Devon Gazette made an attempt to link it to that embarrassing business at the football game, but the radio station had given the paper a statement that said: ‘Edward Temmis is pursuing opportunities in television.’ That made him laugh, because his first posting in the garden centre had been in the Home Electricals section.

Occasionally, a customer or two had recognized his voice; he had never been on screen, and as a result many of his former listeners had no clue what he looked like. They would hear him speak, then jump slightly, frown, and maybe say something gracious like, ‘I did love your show.’ Or, ‘My mother, bless her, always listened.’ Or, more likely, ‘I was so sorry to hear what happened to your son.’

When there was recognition, Edward would always do the same thing. Smile, wink, tip his head to the right and say: ‘New life for me. Now, how can I help you?’

He looked at the young woman in front of him, standing at the till with a conspicuous absence of anything she wanted to buy. Edward had assumed she was a teenager, but then he realized her height belied her age; she was probably in her twenties.

‘Do you know how I found you in the end? Had to open a Facebook account.’ The words came out of her mouth as if she was tasting something sour. ‘It was like wandering into Jurassic Park.’

‘What are they saying about me?’ Edward asked nervously.

‘I didn’t get into it much but God, the boomer squadron have a whopping bulge for you!’ She immediately dialled down the positive. ‘Bear in mind, it’s all the people alone in big houses thinking you filled their lives because they’re as empty as wind. Anyway, someone posted that her brother swore you served him at the garden centre.’

‘There’s a guy works down the chip shop swears he’s Elvis.’

For the first time, the young woman looked unsure. ‘Riiiii-ight.’ Edward’s reference to the old hit record’s title evidently made no sense to her. He was now conscious of what she could not see – the queue of three customers behind her, all carrying big bunches of flowers that hid their faces, quietly growling in frustration. Had they heard her bad language?

‘Can I help you, anyway? I’m very aware of the customers waiting for …’

The young woman looked around, then made a waving motion with her left hand, as if the others could wait.

‘I’m not good at this. Conversations. I’m not a … Not. A. Frigging. Diplomat.’ She bared her teeth as if forcing the words to come out right. ‘Edward, it’s about my grandmother. She died suddenly. She was a lovely woman but struggled with her arthritis towards the end. Lovely to me when I was … difficult. Greater love hath no man. And she died. And I think
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