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Desire Line


Gee Williams




For David


and in memory of my cousin Bel




I


Water


As I said to Alfred Hitchcock only yesterday, we’d had warnings.


Just down the coast for example, one February, the gulls found they weren’t making progress through rain like a bath’s overflow. Suddenly the high tidemark’s out of date, the seawall’s breached and nondescript village Towyn gets famous for a day. Plenty of images are around if you want the miserythrill of people dragging possessions in wheelie bins, parked cars sunk to the doorhandles, havoc by the containerload. Good browsing if you’re the one behind the camera and not in front. After this hint, both we and our neighbour Prestatyn caught it in subsequent years and someone had a go at calculating what it would take to put our community in real danger. Answer? Depression over Iceland. Anticyclone beyond the Azores. Then onshore breezes at seventy-five knots should be enough to turn a spring tide hitting the north Wales coast into a surge, a two- to three- metre wave. It doesn’t sound much. Except there’s a saying around here – never buy a bungalow called Sea View. Which could be a line from one of your films, I tell AH. No answer.


Even so, it was the start of April, meaning a foul winter should be behind us.


I remember the night before it happened, a newish moon hung level with the roof ridges, ignored by most of Rhyl, myself included. With my background, I have to be alert to signs and was wrong about this one. When I did go outside around eight into the small yard my kitchen opens onto (with my recycling because I’d cooked and can’t rest till I’ve cleared away), my only thoughts were


1. that sharp crescent stuck in a neighbour’s birch tree is very bright and


2. it could be one of ‘A Hundred Lunar Aspects’ by the great Japanese printmaker*—?


I hammered a tofu pouch flat and tried to pin down who. Unsuccessfully. (Yori? Could he be called Yori, like me?). Refused to stop and check. It would be the last time I saw that composition anyway— it was going to be the last time for a lot of things— but the eddies of air trapped between the walls were strong and cold and my other excuse is I was preoccupied talking to Tess. Her work station at Forward Rhyl is near mine so I’m constantly aware of her. After hours? We’re into a different language, juicy as Italian. My throat constricts just vocalising her name, followed by the obvious male response. Perfect Tess-ss. A sea sound though she lives ‘backaway’ as she calls her patch of inland sprawl where Rhyl peters out. Whenever she smiles I think, who does she most look like just now? Sometimes it’s the new Casino Pigalle presenter up on all the lightboards along the front, Cassie of the wannaplay fingers and the wantmynumber smile. But usually I stick to (star of Unfaithfully Yours, not one of the Master’s) the stunning, tragic Linda Darnell. A brunette, she could never be first choice as a Hitchcock babe but she’s a regular on my playlist that includes every classy film noir from the last century. From The Maltese Falcon, say, to Chinatown with, sandwiched between them, the Big Hitch’s Catalogue.


Your loss, I tell him still bashing the tofu pouch and trying to avoid its drip. Should’ve given Linda a screen test, round about when UY was just made and Linda was twenty-five and flawless.Like Tess. But the wind was turning wicked, not that it registered with Tess of course, who was kidding me now, I wonder what you gonna do next? Because she knew. Work.


Work.


From its cramped quarters on the main drag, Forward Rhyl’s just the latest under-funded renewal scheme to take a shot at this Victorian gem of a resort. Many failures lie in the past, stations along an unstoppable decline that got going c.1970 with the collapse of the Great British Seaside Holiday. Result? Everybody knows the playground song** from round about then, when the functional and the fancy went the same way as anything ‘period’, leaving us a beauty (the smooth arc of coast) with a scalded face. On Rhyl streets you could make a catalogue – everybody’s got their own – of architectural atrocities. But I believe in the built environment. Why else return to my birthplace after years down in Oxford, then Bristol, both fine cities? Because of an obsession that can seem like fantasy but othertimes a credible plan, depending on my week, to Put Rhyl Back. It’s worth doing. It was a fine location once. That’s why I had all the pen-and-inks tacked up throughout the flat, postcards to myself from Rhyl Present snatched during ‘leisure’. Usually drawings only suggest the volumes they hold but these, made using my Japanese father’s technique, weren’t bad. And grouped together, what most people find dismal become prompts. ‘Frontage Of Lost Building, Sussex Street’ or ‘Pepper-pot Lookout, East Parade’ aren’t relics. They’re clues to our potential. Yes, I use the technology. But I’d worshipped it as a student long enough to know it saves time not mistakes – while a sketch from life gives ownership. Of this, for example, a derelict commercial block that looked to be eating the artisan’s cottage stuck to one end. With my own drawings set out, right down to the smashed windows and the seahorse doorknocker (stolen next day after somebody saw me getting interested), I called up the pic from the database WR/2042 of Quay Street Area,possibly our top eyesore. And that’s up against major-league competition.


I shared the on-screen action with Tess as the warehouse is demolished and the cottage roof soars. Then I retile it before gentling the pitch five degrees to a vulture cloaking its prey. Excellent! The temptation was to rotate the whole site through a right angle, turn the Quay Street/West Parade corner and carry on towards the centre, making a new town for her as I went. Andrea Palladio and Christopher Wren would give an eye each for the power I had here on a scarred desk top in a Rhyl backwater.


—Oo, go on then, she conceded. It’s bed for me anyhow. Just have a think what you’re missing. (I obliged – forget the movie star, forget Cassie Pigalle of the pleaseupyourstake wink, Tess is three-dimensional and made of ivory, slim-shouldered, long-legged, hair the colour of bronze, a totally Art Decoobject.) Bye Yori!


She must like my name as well, judging by how much she used it. Yori – another gift from my Japanese father. The closest in English is highly-motivated or maybe just dutiful? I prefer the first. And try to remember both when you hear the bad news about me.


I said I’d see her tomorrow— and here we go already with my first step over the charcoal line that marks Easy Street from Sinister. (Alfred Hitchcock likes nothing better, can’t you see him over there in the corner licking his fat lips and rubbing his hands?)


Because I lied.




Notes


*I was being reminded of Tsukioka Yoshitoshi. Like AH, his art trades on his eye for natural wonders – including attractive women – and an obsession with graphic violence. I’d recommend you start at ‘Twenty-eight Famous Murders with Verse‘.


** Come, come to Sunny Rhyl/ The sea’s half piss and the food’s pigswill./ We got no pier, we got no cheer./ All we got is sand and beer.




Chapter 1


Our event started towards midnight with a north-westerly thieving anything unstructural. Rhyl’s flat and mainly lowrise, meaning not much would get in its way. Home being three rooms on the ground floor of a good brick house, all I could do was put my faith in the long-gone designer, an incomer called Thorp. Architect, inventor, engineer, his bizarre death alone (June 1914, from radiation sickness!) is worth a search. But at least he knew how things fitted together when he was alive. So lying on my back, able to trace the roof’s flexion through each rafter all the way down to my own ceiling joists was fine by me. My earliest memories – I’d be three or four – were of the same sort of house, Rhyl’s knee-deep in them. But this was at the Sorry End of town, the Quay Street end in fact, ROSEMONTin glazed terracotta above a rotten porch, Perspex taped into punched-out leaded glass. I learnt useful tips about buildings there, how you can put them on like a coat, feel out the seams as the slates get tested over your bedroom and the pendant on the landing sways—


I slid from under the quilt and sprinted upstairs to see if my landlord Libby Jenkinson who occupied the rest of the house was feeling nervy. A widow-more-than-once was how she introduced herself to me when I turned up to view, and Number 8 Gaiman Avenue is her only asset. ‘I’m OK,’ I could just about make out. She’s an ex-smoker, her voice throaty, nearer a cough than speech. The next sentence didn’t carry then she followed up with, ‘I’ve known worse.’ No point in shouting I bet she hadn’t, that to me it was already starting to feel pretty serious. Either I was right or she was, but down in the hall again, with my palms laid flat against an original front door, I could touch the growl.


Following Libby’s brush-off, pride made me go back to bed. Several times I was tempted to shout up to her, Can we upgrade that to more thanpretty serious? Actual damage was going on out there in a Force 7 – and rising. What was most vulnerable? The brain starts ticking them off, my Quay Street warehouse or that vandalised snookerhall right on the front? Another prime target would be the scaffolded hotel near multi-occupancy housing. Work stopped months ago and I’d sent alerts to Rhondda Jones at Borough about it but she hadn’t even— when she should’ve at least— a surprise! I must’ve dozed off because suddenly I’m watching naked Tess cross a bedroom that’s fantastically detailed, right from the architectural sketches pinned above her head down to the ‘skull’ in the walnut veneer of the wardrobe. Now— now she’s indicating a constellation of small moles, my own recent discovery, she’s just noticed across her left perfect breast— but dawn broke with Violent Storm Force 11. At first I resent how Tess is threatening to evaporate. Then I’m awake to an unbelievable racket even Libby wouldn’t be claiming she’d known worse than.


Still groggy with afterimages, I opened the curtains. My single bed’s lined up in a rectangular bay window so no effort. Parking’s only allowed on the opposite side which means craning your neck gives nearly the whole avenue before curvature cuts off Number 57— and it’s all present, so far, and empty how I like it. Built environment good, people bad. Without them the villas were ageless and reassuring, all in grey shades to my sense of vision since they faced north. More downstairs lights were on than usual though nothing much was up save flying bits and pieces— and this dull rolling noise from nowhere, from out of the air, it seemed, one of those non-mechanical dins that rises and falls with a beat you keep thinking you’ve mastered but haven’t, and flatters you is about to run down anyway. Doesn’t. And I might say this isthe moment. I’m stalled at my window, tired but wired over setbacks out there in the town and then suddenly I get an intuition about deeper trouble, closer to home. I can even convince myself it happened. Yeah, Yori, you knew. Because a fitting to start this story would be right here. Right now.


Shiver.


Bring up music.


Yori’s eyes narrow and he downs one pill and then a second that he’s had concealed in his hand.


Cutaway to—


—but sorry to disappoint. I left my streetgazing to do stretches and lunges so the few kinks were soon out of a body in Grade A condition and if I couldn’t stick with the rest of the routine, it was because my attention was on a regional bulletin we actually featured in for once. Through into the kitchen where I did take my morning meds but really I’d come in to zap soup while the power lasted. A degree under boiling’s best for miso and since my father cooked for me in the early years and his flavours took root in my mouth, salt’s my sugar which is why I always eat Japanese for choice and this wants just a drop of soy— I froze at the coastguard’s update.


‘It’s breaking higher and higher up the seawall,’ he bellowed like a sports commentator.


Another voice cut in with, ‘the tide’s still way off its peak. Across the River Clwyd, yes, we can get you that shot. Here it is! That’s Beacon Point. You can see the dunes washing away.’


The Point’s a bulbous nose of land that curls round and pokes into the rivermouth and is the harbour’s only protection from where most weather came from. I couldn’t not look. One local landmark that side of the town, the Blue Bridge, appeared on screen as usual a toy version of Sydney Harbour’s. (Dorman Lang built them both in the 1930s). Ours is in foam up to its belly now. The latticework once meant as homage to the next-door funfair is turquoise brash against a gutter ice sky, morning traffic at a crawl as Rhylites with jobs in better areas tried to get to them. But no one was risking the white footbridge just visible, edge of shot. Something to be grateful for.


Libby was stirring. She’s very short but heavy. You know it. She came clomping down in her fleece suit, hair flat, blotched mature face with overnight creases. The smell of bed was on her that would’ve embarrassed me once— but I’m over it. ‘What d’you reckon on the latest, love? Are we safe?’ Then she was in. She lives to get inside. I maintain the place spotless and most of what’s on show – a chesterfield with rows of dust-trap bellybuttons, a tub-chair I don’t use, plus the unmatched items of wood furniture – are all her castoffs. I don’t put her intrusions down to nostalgia. Libby’s never described any rosy scenes from married life when she was able to spread out through the whole of Number 8. The opposite. One husband was ‘always sodding off someplace’, the next ‘a bit of a whiner.’


‘You mean from getting flooded? We’re at least half a kilometre from, um—’ Gaiman Avenue was uptown Rhyl in both senses. Hard as it is to believe this is where wealth used to holiday and its afterglow lingers in good houses along properly-laid roads. Hoping but not sure about the next bit I said, ‘Yeah, should be safe enough.’


‘There’s good.’ She scanned my walls but no new artwork was up for her to critic. She had to make do with wrinkling her nostrils at a soup breakfast. My theory is I was accepted as her tenant by getting mistaken for a Thai. Years ago she went to Bangkok on holiday using the first ex-husband’s money, and fell in love with ‘out there’. Which makes me an imposter – which of course I am. But further confessions would be out of place here. To be rid of her I gave up the last of my loaf.


Back in Rhyl mass departures were underway from both West and East Parades, also Sydenham Avenue, Marlborough, Osborne, Balmoral, Lake and North— and anywhere else in the beach vicinity. Most terraces actually fronting the sea were four storeys, some later apartment blocks more than that, but from the helicopter they seemed to have shrunk. It’s hard to believe what you see when everything’s familiar and yet a movie’s showing. I was That’s the old Coliseum Theatre! and I walked across there yesterday. Fascinated by a floating van about to hit the wall of BeltBusters I finally came to and got messaging the people from work that in theory I supervise. Unless contacted by Emergency Planning [image: Symbols_Page_8](and we all knew we wouldn’t be since we were not Borough) they could take the day off [image: Symbols_Page_7]I told them. Many systems were out already. Trying to speak to Tess would connect me with nothingness. And who else? Though this is my town, I’d been away for most of my twenty-nine years and back for less than a couple. There was nobody— which was fine, how I wanted it. I’ve edited down. The mutant growth of contacts made at university in Bristol – even at the time they felt like another person’s – has been starved of updates. Particularly one ex-lover and fellow student, Kailash, now reduced to messaging from wherever her travels took her. It would make Libby mad with envy to see what she’s sending. Here’s orchard road from floor 19 singapore savoy you SHIT! crappy where u r? hope you [image: Symbols_Page_6] you ICON DELETED! I get a glimpse, a nanosecond, of gleaming towers before the scene combusts. Still mad then, Kailash? I guess so. But it was for the best. You were a temptation, I admit, to a character like mine till Keep It Simple, I decided. Keep to the black outlines with space to fill in, life as a cleared site. A rented flat, a job, a movie library, some music. Tess, not up to Kailash’s standard in many ways, understands this. And you’re alive and well enough to insult me Kailash so stop whining like the second Mr Jenkinson. But I can’t argue with ICON DELETED.


I don’t reply.


Hindsight tells me someone I knew who’d left Rhyl, a man called Josh Meredith, deserved a tap. But riveted to here and now, I let the soup go straight to stomach untasted as the screen filled with action from Foryd Harbour, seaward of the bridge and the town’s oldest feature. Now in jeopardy. The crumbling of Beacon Point’s dunes and too much water in too tight a channel meant small moored boats were either disappearing upstream or already engulfed. The camera homed in on one, The Cariad. A slim pleasure craft that could take a sail, all elegant lines and minimal appendages on deck, I remembered seeing her at berth. Being primped by a surly owner whenever I took a walk that way. She was about to be turned to matchwood against the bridge piers though you almost expected a giant hand to reach down and fish her out. It didn’t and her timbers splintered, shot up into the wind and fell across the tarmac to the sound of ‘Wowee!’ from the camera operator.


Those who had made it over the bridge wouldn’t be coming back. At least it wasn’t Tess’s road in. Suddenly— Yori?


Tess! Where was she?


Where d’you think?


Spiky if she thought she was talking to her boss but jokey to a sexual partner. I said OK, instantly breathless, picturing her shiny-faced and definitely not in a fleece suit. Nude. Or in material her sparrow’s frame would show through, it being her main attraction, that and the way she says I’m all toast-ty! as she does now. (She’s more Welsh than you hear in town). Day off, eh? I wish we were— but her wish gets drowned out by Libby shouting, ‘Fuckinghell!’ above my head. Above her head the good grey slates must be grinding together like teeth. A dragon was touching down by the sound of it and about to swipe us with its tail—


So we got The Wave. But The Wave’s not the thing. What it caused is the thing. And to be honest every meteorological blip on the earth’s so well covered if you’re watching them they’ll blend. Towyn, that I described at the start, could easily be somewhere in France a decade on. It doesn’t take many years to become a quiz question. ‘Atlantic City or Rhyl? Ten seconds, team!’ So not to make a drama of it, I survived. Obviously. But I want to say this. Don’t credit any reports of panic. Buses loaded with families continued on inland. Exits blocked as entire fascia claddings and street furniture made landfall in the traffic and had to be dragged out. And Rhyl people stayed calm. Over fifteen hundred of them boarded vehicles of every sort and pulled back from the edge with their babies, gadgets and pet-carriers. See them. Not a work day anymore, a crowd had gathered on the promenade near the weak spot opposite Church Street, dead centre of our Victorian seafront. Through a gap between ruined shops and SuperWaterLazer, the esplanade was taking a pounding and cheers went up at every Splat! Until round eleven, forty minutes off high tide, when the sea broke in. It swept across the open expanse of the Events Arena and at one edge of this half-acre flat, pavers were loosened. As they lifted, the water became a tumbling trommel of brick and hard-core until the entire surface peeled back like orange skin. Round One to Water. Next came what Rhyl had wanted for decades. The hated ghost-hole of litter and tat, The Children’s Village, derelict food concessions and rides, a perfect symbol of the That’ll Do For Rhyl vernacular, was reduced to flinders. The Little People’s Café raced Pirates’ Den and a bright yellow roundabout to be mashed into a reef of wreckage three metres high and stretching right along the face of the old arcades.


A Wave hates everything, even its own. The Seaquarium’s rear doors were stove in. At first the tubular viewing enclosures channelled a cataract straight through to spurt out the front entrance and, engineered against static pressure, the tunnels kept their integrity until flotsam arrived heavy and sharp enough to crack the toughened plastic. Then an entire marine collection, from sentient cuttlefish to blank-eyed dogfish, found itself heading inland.


Only SkyTower, our late-twentieth century ‘attraction’ bought from the city of Glasgow second-hand, stood. A 75-metre steel needle had a viewing cabin designed to go up and down like a doughnut on a stick, its sole claim to fame in Scotland being to make Diana, Princess of Wales, nauseous. Now looking a prime target. A corset of reinforcing rods gave rigidity but this was the Irish Sea at its base. Yet the needle stuck to its plinth on pilings sunk into the Triassic sandstone. Would they be enough? Eight bolts screwed into eight threaded sockets. Eight bolts each the height of a man. If you carried SkyTower’s statistics in your head, suddenly it became too little, too human-scale. ‘SkyTower’s holding!’ I remember shouting and punching the air. ‘Lucky number 8!’ While further east, evacuation of Waterhouse’s magnificent Royal Alex Hospital continued. (But patients might as well have stayed put to watch the scrubby grass covered by a tide that failed to make it across the road. I guess few things can cheer up the sick more than the well-world sinking into turmoil.)


West was a different story. The gradient gave any break-in the extra oomph needed to sweep into Marine Lake and swell it to join the Clwyd where pure brine already lipped the embankment. Once the flood had found a level, one continuous sheet of water would comprise lake, river, estuary and sea. You could’ve got in your canoe at the Miniature Railway Museum (UK’s Oldest!) and paddled to the Isle of Man. Or Iceland. A news crew captured the town again as the rest of the country salivated for lunch. It showed East Parade was still standing though gappy with a channel of floating timber and fibre-glass panels flowing down it. West Parade was virtually unrecognisable, subsumed in the new shore line. The helicopter hovered over what had once been a Lifeboat Station. Ha, ha! This image would become crass as it was reused during the day though presumably someone at a safe distance thought neat!


My account of the flood’s suspiciously neat itself because most of the information’s the post-happening kind. Yes, I was there, my updates coming from every media. ‘This battered, once-popular north Welsh resort now braces itself for midday’ – another editor smartattacked, reminding the audience where we were, what we were. But someone who worked for me – technically – a local man, Glenn Hughes, was out in it. He voice-overed the flight of Old Woolworths roof towards the Forward Rhyl office that employed us.(It missed, just.) That’s Glenn for you. His house sat in the water’s path yet with partner Alice Norman safe in Spain, he thought he’d cruise the prom. ‘Look, look Yori. You gotta see this. It’s Venus off the top of LoveSync— she’s going past now. Loo-ok-k! There’s her tits still moving in the water.’


‘Get back. Glenn! They’re saying—’


‘Yeah, yeah. Bet you’re nice’n’dry, lucky bugger. Hey, Yori! I am a camera!’ He was on a rioter’s high, no doubt about it. Before we broke I heard, ‘Aw-w, this is disaster porn!’


Having just missed the seawall breach Glenn made it to Gaiman Avenue. For no reason. He wasn’t invited. Nobody ever is. I can’t afford to encourage interest. Rain was falling like gravel, souvenirs of our birthplace whizzed down the road at head height, but something must watch over the Glenn Hugheses of this world. Big compared to a half-Japanese, and wild-eyed and haired now, he looked like the Storm God himself on the doorstep.


Glenn’s got at least fifteen years on me but now you’ll picture older than he looks. Alice among other things keeps him in shape so you need to think of a big muscular body topped with one of those square, comic-book faces dictated by the subframe— brow ridges, nose, cheekbones and jaw, an Adam’s apple like a corbel for the chin, all solid foundations for a rugby player, say, or a boxer not that I know if he was either. But straight from outside, his skin has post-match hyperflush. His electric-blue waterproofs dripped on my polished floor and a sudden twist round and he gives me a shower. The single other occasion he’d ‘dropped in’ had he taken off footwear without prompting? Too late. Collapsed onto a seat with fuckme,only then he leans forward and undoes his boots. He muttered, ‘They say the surge’ll knock out the whole of Kinmel.’


This was the opposite bank of the River Clwyd, a blight of cheap housing and ex-holiday camps. Rhyl’s barrio it’s been called. ‘You sound pleased. Anyway I don’t think so.’


‘’S’right!’


And then fury broke over me in its own wave. I’ve got a temper nobody knows about and kicking him would feel so good, Glenn sitting there in his pathetic too-young for him clothes (tight jeans, the sweatshirt covered in Indian script he couldn’t understand) and putting on this nadatodowithme attitude, a spectator. I really hated him. ‘Not bothering you though? You’re—’ I remembered too late the location of his own house.


He was paying more attention to his repulsive spongy boots. ‘Tight-arse,’ he said. ‘Go on, shoot the messenger!’


(Honestly? He turned out totally correct— two thousand static caravans, their occupants fled not a moment too soon, were about to swarm inland. Models called Gallant and Rhino burst apart spilling mock-leather banquettes, dogbeds, broken toys, roller blinds and high-chairs across the fields. This ersatz material hasn’t any patina of age to look forward to and makes unrottable garbage. As with nuclear waste all that could be done was burial).


The hot drink I couldn’t not offer gave Glenn his second wind. I had a live stream on of teenagers in a water-fight along Vorderman Road but it wasn’t enough for him. Dramas needed to be played out. A natural mimic, he did some woman’s refusal to leave her bedsit only one street back from the front with falsetto cursing of rescuers from the piano nobile window. But the illogic of the damage was Glenn’s main fix. In Abbey Street a trio of empty properties remained upright— with the just-completed clinic next door pulverised. He found that particularly hysterical. It was as if surrendering his home (‘in the front door andout the back by I left, couldn’t stop it— Alice’ll have us well covered—’) had freed him. Neighbours were sending him images of his street anyway. Why be there? he wanted to know. At first he checked them and then stopped even that and his cool wound me up all over again. ‘She was talking of a bit of a change round anyroad and—’ We were both hypnotised by the sight of a cancer-screening trailer (logo Take An Hour And Save Yourself Years) gliding along the prom like a big white barge, a movie director’s dream. Glenn thought someone he recognised was in the next shot, changed his mind and then he fell asleep, mid-sentence. When I turned to ask about saplings on Stanmore Street put in all of six weeks ago, his head was thrown back, mouth agape, arms and legs splayed, Vitruvian Man dropped off his wheel and nothing at all godlike— but nor is he the clown I seem to have cast him as.


There’s more to Glenn, I acknowledged, mopping round his steaming big feet. I should make an effort now and again not to want to hack him to death. You raise the daito above your head and bisect the target in a single downward swordstroke—


—but he’s Rhyl-born like me and hasn’t been tempted away even though Alice Norman manages hostels in Malaga, meaning Glenn could idle in the Spanish sun. He chooses to stay and work. Like me. Yet The One Big we have in common, work, is the problem. Impossible to supervise in the office, he pretends to have a sly, undermining expertise about every past project. Maybe not pretends. He can pinpoint where Clear Skies Café was for example quicker than you can zoom in on the map and tell you the list of charity shops that occupied underneath. He has the only original photograph of Rhyl’s subterranean Little Venice, all arches and frescoes*, something so unlikely even Rhyl people think it’s a fiction. I’ve tried to trip him on minor details. No luck. But his sex life when Alice is home gets described daily— and drinking friends’, the music group’s and mine (invented, depraved). I’m his supervisor. I’m the one person he’ll ever meet that values what Glenn has and to me, instead of generosity, he hands on his collection bit by bit. It’s a power thing. And Rhyl’s the great leveller.


I went next door and grated fierce radishes in my galley kitchen, making work the way you do when— I nearly said there’s a death in the family. Stupid thing to think even at this point though you’ll see what I mean, later on. Grating was better than doing nothing against the rock and roar. I could feel the punishment we were getting. While we wait for the flood to overtake us I’ll explain how come. Child Yori up in his attic grew to love buildings by listening to them. I learned to identify even a downspout dribble as the housecreature’s bleed and every creak as a knot in its spine. It left me with a mind that could reach out now to all that decorative plasterwork coming up in blisters, wrought iron being ripped away like fingernails and the gable end’s sigh as it fell on its knees. Once a glamour girl but finding she was unloved, Rhyl had stopped taking care of herself years ago. Self-harmed in fact. And finally she gets a slap in her only asset, the profile she’s turned to the sea since 1800.


It was enough to break your heart if you had one (mine was never fully installed, according to Kailash). Instead I grated radishes. These were off an illegal day market, the junction of Vaughan and Bedford and were the dark round sort you can’t usually get, with the bitterest blowback I’ve ever tasted. I worked them like a maniac till heaps of identical size and profile were lined up on the counter. Five centimetres high, five apart. Should’ve been calming. Wasn’t enough. For distraction, there was only Glenn left— maybe a sketch? – no a caricature, big up the nose, inflate the cheeks to make Tess laugh—


—and then it registered. Highwater had come and gone. We were here. Yet because of what came after, I can’t remember being relieved. I guess I was. On-screen rehashes looped through the swamp of Foryd Harbour, then a window shattering on Harkers Arcade, a girl being piggybacked by a grinning boy. The same family climbed into an orange inflatable but the strapline was detailing an explosion in the Scottish Parliament Complex now. Injuries. Suddenly there’s an image switch to Enric Miralles’ famous Edinburgh frontage. Three of his childish ‘Think-Windows’ made for the politicians to sit in are now stab wounds, ragged as Halloween pumpkins’ eyes. Much internal damage. Some deaths feared.


So Rhyl had failed again by being not wrecked enough. The worst must be over?


Yeah.




Notes


*The Queen’s Palace burned down in 1907 having stood at Rhyl’s exact centre for only five years. It was a proto-Disneyworld. I’d have loved it. Apart from shops, restaurant, conservatory and waxworks, below its 2000-couples ballroom was a painted ‘Imitation Venice’ with a canal and some brought-from-Italy gondolas and real gondoliers poling them. A canal and boats— underneath.




Chapter 2


Things had slackened off to the odd heavy object getting rolled. A pigeon blundered against the window and was an after image by I reacted. The sky went from dark ash to paler like a stadium roof doing its trick. By the time I’d found fresh cups and come back we’d dipped from first to ninth most viewed news item. Two arguing women in formal wear replaced us, their strapline This Slump! New Borrowing Figures. Glenn dreamed on and I watched him in an idiot’s belief that it was – even if you counted a couple from childhood – my grisliest Rhyl day so far.


Libby Jenkinson must have been in the starting blocks, weather-wise. She knocked to say she was going to her sister’s on Rawson, the next street. ‘Still blowing a gale,’ I mentioned. ‘You’ve known worse, though?’


For answer her tongue came out and she waggled its stud. ‘I can’t be here,’ she croaked. ‘I’m fed up. They’re saying it’ll go down now, the water. That’s it for us.’ Her dissatisfaction was showing in the set of a body wrapped up tight and cylindrical to the knees. The hair – a new olive oil shade, better really – was tucked under a hood. I’d never seen her leave home without full makeup and wasn’t going to. The daisies beside her brown eyes were tattoos anyway but when she focused past me at unconscious Glenn, black brows shot up, questioning, to reveal glossy puce. She hadn’t met him yet and I wasn’t up for an introduction. Why bother? He wouldn’t be here again I promised myself. ‘See you two later,’ she said and winked.


Our speech seemed to register with Glenn because his mumbling increased. There was drool. I needed Tess – if we could find a spider I’d stick it in his mouth. Shall we? Aw-w! Why d’you have to be so clean, Yori? Never nothing yuck when you wan’ it.


Otherwise, it had turned mysteriously quiet. Thorp’s roof was settling back into place and That’s it for us? Apparently. The light improved but stopped short of a proper mid-afternoon level and I lit my desk lamp and muted all news, bored if I’m honest. The day felt maimed. Who should I try connect with? My father, back in Kochi? No big consumer of world affairs, he probably hadn’t heard about Rhyl. Or heard but thought, Small moulis compared to the savagery Japan endured regularly in assorted typhoons and tsunami and heat waves so was coping pretty well with any anxiety for an only son. It might be an embarrassment to have it even mentioned between us. There’s no Japanese word for complain.


I try anyway. He’s not listening.


Groans from Glenn. Scratching like something being sandpapered. I had to step over legs to go check again on the opposite terrace. It had given the storm the finger though Number 13’s ashlar-dressings were still over-glossed in brutal black. An offense against stone. The drifts of rubbish strewn everywhere were colourful, with party hats in there and what looked like sweets but would turn out to be novelty condom packs. Handfuls of them were already being used as missiles, thrown around by Ram and Musa, the Turkish doctor’s sons from Number 21, but even they looked half-hearted, the anticlimax getting to them. More depressing, at the back of the flat I found the snapped off birch turned intruder into the yard. Definitely the saddest injury to Gaiman Avenue, it made a giant’s broom wedged against the rear exit and would need attacking with the late Mr Jenkinson’s saw. No more walk-on part in ‘A Hundred Lunar Aspects’ for you. Otherwise we seemed to have lived up to Glenn’s prediction of nice and dry. As for the rest—


I love it here. But the temptation was to pack up and not witness the worst, not be the co-heir of yet more trauma. My plotline had just been replaced by a jackass clip of Man Falls Into Own Wet Cement. Rhyl’s saviour, is living undercover, relearning it while he buffs up his grand vision and a few modest projects come in! The decrepit Warren Road site is now embraced by a brushed steel structure nicknamed, not resentfully either, The Clam. Much photographed. New build, as calculated, is starting to defuse the hostile end of another soulless rat run. And then my paint scheme for East Parade’s refurb (railings, seats, lamp standards and shelters in cool watery shades) has acted like a code word to release its charm. (So please note, I have done useful things.)


That was all yesterday.


At home, I work in an alcove at a desk and chair once Libby’s husband’s. I did the balancing trick on the chair’s hind legs, back and back, a touch for insurance. Lifted the fingertip. Everyone likes to say they live simply but with my past I have to. So around me were enough personal items to fill a small bag. Next door, clothes would stuff another. Furniture and fittings all property of the owner— Get out, Yori! It was a lost cause when you returned— and now? The news presenter described ‘a wave washing through the Victorian streets’which sounds pleasant, sounds refreshing. It meant filth from forgotten sumps was coating the promenade as it retreated. Not to mention the sewage. My money would be on a treacly cascade along Wellington Road right this minute.


Find a marker pen, tear a page from the sketchpad and attach to Glenn’s chest, Good-bye from Y. Have left. (I’d never done it willingly before because as an eight-year-old I’d been dragged choking on my own snot into a waiting taxi.) And get going! – an easy option for someone with resources, someone like me. No trains? Hire a car. Travel straight inland then east across the English border. As for Libby what about Good luck from Y. Best of luck. Be lucky! Whereas with Tess, who I’d have to consider once I was away clear, I mean would the whole thing work in a change of place—?


Without opening his eyes Glenn said, ‘Got a drink?’


‘Alcohol? No. Libby will have some when she comes in.’


The expression on his comic book face was cartoon-disgust. ‘S’no good. Think I’ll go see what’s what.’ Then he was getting into the waterproofs, searching the pockets, his big face coming alive. ‘I’ll bring us something if anywhere’s cooking.’


He was coming back. How bad could this day get? ‘I’ve already started preparation. There’s plenty in.’


‘I bet.’ Glenn didn’t classify my diet as food. ‘Won’t be long. You be here?’


‘Where else?’


Soon as he’d gone, the curtains stopped bellying out and returned to the vertical like he’d taken a chunk of chaos with him. My tidy desktop lay undisturbed from last night closing QuayStInfill even though real Quay Street would probably be unrecognisable at this moment and the sketch that lay there out of date. My eyes surveyed a room whose wallpaper (Libby’s choice) was covered by two years of aids to memory, uncountable man-hours of work capturing the very best of Rhyl— so was that it? Seemed to be. I took a breath. Down came a favourite, ‘Tall Hooded Windows’ (could’ve been lifted straight out of William Morris’s Red House in Kent but belonged to Davies & Daughter, Contract Cleaners.) Next to go was ‘Massive Boundary Stone.’ It was to our doomed the 1870’s Winter Gardens, the first opened in Britain with a skating rink, archery butts and zoo that bankrupted the founder. And of course ‘Quay Street Cottage’ went. Senseless because I’d no idea what had been smashed or how many records remained useful, only that sacrifice was a must. No balancing act involved. It was a decision I’d regret – that was the point. Pain. Pain is pleasure. Salt is sweet. Suck it up and smile. To prevent backsliding, the entire collection of a hundred plus gets shredded straight away and makes a tidy package wrapped in ‘Greek Key Brickwork And High Baroque In Seabank Road’– took an entire weekend to complete.


To fill the vacuum I choose to put on Hitchcock’s The Trouble with Harry. Its plush Vermont landscape, frame after frame artworks in themselves, is about as far from Rhyl as you can get. I enjoy the early shots taken using a dead man’s POV, especially the feathered trees seen from between his feet. The killer kid with his toy gun. You know the boy is going to be a handicap to Shirley MacLaine’s love life once the last reel finishes— but then, keeping an eye out for the director’s walkthrough twenty minutes in, I manage to miss him as he strolls past a stationary limousine. Has already strolled past when I’m back from swallowing an extra something at the sink which seemed only sensible. I had to apologise to AH. Not amused. Top of my Ten Unremakeable Movies it might be but even you can’t save this day from Rhyl’s tendency to slob out. Talking of which, Glenn finally lurches in with the dusk and fills the room up. ‘You don’t wanna know!’ he says just as wonderful Shirley’s delivering her best line in the entire film about frosted glass.


A quick glance tells Glenn there’d been a change in here but not what, the pure lager breath having something to do with that. With all his gestures even bigger and contradicting himself, we get a repeat performance, throwing his ape’s arms wide, piling on the impressions, his mouth ludicrously mobile. The hot news of a missing teenager plus two adults drowned in a camper van doesn’t get the response he hopes for— the deaths were already stale, posted in the hope of keeping Rhyl’s Wave going. I listen to descriptions of windfarm rotors lying on the beach, my newly-planted cherry trees washed out of their holes together with their guards, a baby Fiat car floating offshore like a plastic duck asking to be hooked. Glenn was at least an incident— and for a few hours the storm made addicts of us. ‘And my place! Can’t even get in there to look till tomorrow.’ (This was yet another catastrophe though I didn’t pick up on it right away.) ‘I’ll tell you what,’ he took the tea I’d made as if ordered, switching suddenly to sober, ‘it’s had a fuckin’ good go at us.’


And The Wave had one more surprise, an anonymous extra to the three dead, though unreported that first day. This person came inland with the main deluge before starting a tour, (a bit like a tripper!) of both East and West Parades. Passing the major attractions, then through good old Quay Street into Marine Lake, he/she stranded with the drainings on the riverbank. A greater mass of water, an extra pulse of ebbing tide, might have sent him/her back to sea and not become flotsam, incomplete and cradled by a portion of old cockle-dredge. Some limbs were missing and the front of the cranium had seen particular abuse which might or might not be important.


Things I learned pretty quickly post that I didn’t know pre.


1. Every year 400-plus people drown in Britain and those are just the reported ones.


2. Any not recovered from the sea can be skeletonised in less than a couple of months, mainly by crabs.


3. After determining sex, race, age and height, plenty of teeth are your best hope of identity.


All of which means time went by before it – before she – got back her name. Sara Meredith. Forgotten by some but never by me.




Chapter 3


Nor by my father. Shame to the Japanese is a serious business. After our brief exchange that same week about Rhyl’s hardly-world-class Wave, we ran out of words. Then once I convinced myself the impossible had happened, I let days lapse before revealing to him that she was here with us. Because Tomiko knew as much re: the crimes against Sara as I did, another good reason the ancient city of Kochi that lured him home several times, finally kept him. No dishonour, Sato Tomiko. If you always lacked enthusiasm for a son, you’d got alibis. My unplanned arrival was one, as well as Tomiko’s age at not even nineteen. I’ve forgiven him because dragging along resentment is like tying a weight to your own foot. My father says so. It’s our joke, his motto for every occasion. Tripping over for the seventh time. Finding a tiger is sharing your cave.


He’s never invited me to visit Kochi. From Tomiko I get sandy skin, eyes with their secret lids, irises the colour of mahogany and little else. But there’s a camera in his studio – he’s an artist, a watercolourist though working just in inks now – and any time I want I drop in. I’m happy to watch him on the other side of the world, the flick of wrist and tetchy brushwork saying he hasn’t caught what he’s after. Again. Or I speak and get ignored which I’m well used to. My father’s aged like a character in a long-running series. If I search out pictures (he and my mother on the beach, say, me in between balanced on a donkey) I’m amazed at his youth, the way people are with their favourite actors. But a scar, the first thing anyone would notice, Tomiko’s had since before I was born. It blazes a comet trail across his forehead. He laughs, says, ‘Another man’s best work!’ Lacking it, a bridgeless nose, workaday chin and just one slightly chipped incisor would’ve made for blandness. Wrong implication. This is a face fronting up real passion so that rusty scar, the Japanese no symbol of a dipped sword, big improvement. When we do talk I can compliment him with, ‘You look well otosan.’


I should say something else about him. While I was growing up, Tomiko’s major plus as a father were his stories. Not every night – do not count the skins of uncaught dogs! – but on nights when least expected. Winding me up, pretending he had to get away quickly, he’d then act out a glimpse of ‘Old Nihon’. Our draughty first home boasted a live-in kitchen shared with other residents, a bathroom above and— one more flight— at its apex our own space, the converted loft you could see the sea from. The stairs were always lit because of a child’s fear of the dark.


So here’s Tomiko carrying the boy Yori in his arms, a small body padded out against Welsh midwinter.


‘Goodnight Yori.’


His father’s shadow leaping along the wall has raced them to the top. Now it seems anxious to get out of the room again. On this particular night the child pleaded, expecting a refusal which came. No more unskinned dogs though. His mother and Tomiko had argued over them, as they did over everything. ‘There are not always fish under a willow tree,’ he said in lieu. But he didn’t leave.


‘There was once,’ he began, ‘afisherman whose fortune was low. It’s winter – exactly like now – but fiercer. Big wind rages. He rowed out to fish and each time he’s scared it will be last.’ The bed rocked with the force of the breakers and then Tomiko was up and staggering around a room that had become a shifting deck. ‘He wants to eat he must go. But the fish had left this part of the sea. Very small catches now.’ An invisible sardine was chased across the bed cover and escaped overboard. Yori shrieked with pleasure. ‘And then when life can’t get worse his net, most important thing, is fastened by stone on the bottom. He pulls and pulls – really hard work – and gets big hole right across. Useless!’


The net was held up and a hand poked through. Yori loved his father’s voice which softened over the local dips and rises, unlike every voice heard, even his mother’s and his own. Tomiko’s English was at its very best during this period with fewer surplus vowels. Once back in the long silences of his Japanese studio it corroded.


‘Useless,’ Tomiko repeated. Use-less, the child parroted into the bedclothes.


‘That night the fisherman walks up the beach. Snow falls. He was hungry and cold. He bumped into trees and rocks and even a horse because the snow was so thick –anyway at last he found home. And at his door a little fox! Beautiful and her eyes green – but the snow was covering her red coat and the fisherman saw the fox was hurt in the paw. Till then the fisherman thought nobody was more sad than him. But the fox was the most sad animal ever seen. So he shared his last piece of food. He called her Sister Fox – and when she went off into the dark he slept in his cold house not swept. His dream is foxes.


‘We go fast now. Fisherman comes home next night. Still no fish. Very hungry! But big surprise! House is lit and warm and swept. Pot boils. Bath is ready. A beautiful lady puts down his dinner – no words, just dinner. He asks her many questions but she warns him off like this.’ Tomiko made a shield of his hand. ‘When he falls asleep she is making up the fire – when he is awake she is gone. Twice again is same. At last he can’t wait any more – his tongue kicks in his mouth. He’s got to get answer.


‘She tells him she is from Fox People. Her people and ours cannot speak. Now she breaks the rule, she can never come again. The fisherman cries salt. But in the morning, on his boat is a fine new net. Good luck comes too – he catches fish! One day the village matchmaker finds him a pretty wife to marry.’


His father told other stories but Fox People remained Yori’s favourite.


It ends, ‘Foxes and women are a lot the same. And if ever a woman is followed, a man must take care. If you’re seen she turns into a fox and escapes. Never follow a woman when you have evil in your heart. The Fox People will punish you for rest of your life.’


Yet if you don’t follow the woman when the opportunity comes along, you’ll punish yourself for the rest of life. As his father says, ‘The reverse also has a reverse side.’ Which is why Yori followed Sara Meredith, wife of the same Josh Meredith he failed to contact the day The Wave came. She’d abandoned her car on a still-intact West Parade to ask directions.


He watches as she gets maybe a word in return and is left hesitant till a gull big as a turkey crashlands at her feet. Mad-eyed, the eagle-beak spattered like a blood-feeder, that gets her moving.


Sharing a slice of childhood is my way of establishing trust. Because façade’s a term of abuse these days and getting behind one’s meant to be a good thing. I don’t know. There’s my mainly Japanese (handsome) face, for instance. It’s not very flat but not very light. The eyes are too deep-set to fool a true nihonjin. Of course I’m lean. Any flabby Japanese you think you see are Korean. I’m average height. My look’s clean-shaven, easy for me, but to short circuit the minor issue of appearance, think a young Archie Kao. Usually I’m dressed down to dull, a lot of black, though the clothes are top quality which I got used to and you can never go back on something like that. But Rhyl’s been made for outsiders, a real melting pot, so walking through these streets with the savvy of a native, you might take me for one of you. Wrong. Behind my façade are rooms you couldn’t guess the function of, full of things you’d throw away. And they’re not built for anyone’s comfort, certainly not mine— but this is two stories. Sara that I followed the day she arrived is the main one. So get off stage, Yori!Address always Chief Person in room. And you can gauge Sara’s importance by the fact that when her body washed up it made the town’s troubles into nothing.


So, Sara’s story. To start, there’s her re-entry to Rhyl that could’ve been staged by Alfred Hitchcock himself. That caused a stir. How did she die? No—! Before that, who was she?


Who was she? I could begin She was the child of Professor Geoffrey Severing and Wife Number One that died when Sara was too young to remember. Her stepmother, Fleur, bucked the stereotype and was anything but wicked. Then as a young woman she met and married a man called Josh and they had a little girl and so on. Flash forward to the bones so polished they could be actually part of an old cockle-dredge. I shouldn’t have started with The Wave I realise now. But backwards or forwards is a trick question anyway. I’m the teller and I don’t get to decide. Biography was her flair – you may be the sort of person who doesn’t need to be told that? – and the published work gives her independence beyond the grave (if she had one which she hasn’t), meaning do a search if you like. From the verifiable facts this stands out. At the beginning of what everyone thought would be an academic career she wrote a book, A First at Oxford. It was about a woman who’d lived in eighteenth century England and had sort of dropped out of the records. Or at least was there in a low-key way but lucky Sara came across hers just as the Secret History concept became a craze. Characters weren’t so much being rediscovered as reinvented and this one had everything going for it. Poor clever girl. Bad men. Sara’s book was an immediate success. You’ll find more tributes to it than it has pages.


‘An effortless display of cleverness makes it almost too-readable,’ Guardian.


‘Pity the feminist icon. Her biographical fate is so often a grotesquely attenuated characterisation in the manner of advocacy for mediaeval sainthood. Meredith earns our gratitude for freeing Thomasina Swift from the plethora of sentiment surrounding that name: why is no longer severed from the how of her achieving the unfeasible.’ Pittsburgh Historical Review.


My all-time favourite goes, ‘Thoroughly absorbing, deeply humane… most impressive is the way she can use a sentence from a blathering Parliamentary speech – or even a statistic for Oxford rainfall – to put racing plates on her hobby horse…’ Sunday Independent.


And for Sara it was life-changing. Bestseller! Like the name Tess, the word’s enough to make the mouth water. In 341 pages – OK so I overestimated the tributes – Thomasina Swift goes from innkeeper’s daughter to first female ‘ever to keep a term at Oxford’, which translates as managing to study at a university still ringfenced for aristo sons. Edition followed edition – then a huge printing to cash in on the Tom Swift film. But I have an original copy, the one with the awesome Pythian Press logo, the python drawn by Lucy Llewellyn, twisting along the spine and a dust jacket in mint condition. On the back the author is shy, proud, the eyes a challenge, her hair being swept away from her forehead in a move implying ready for action. She’s very attractive, the chin down on her collar like that, a photographer’s device to disguise the length of the face. Visible over one shoulder is Garden Quad, St Clement’s College, Oxford (c.1765), it being the only survivor from Thomasina’s era. The book is signed and dedicated, though not to me. Sara offers its new owners, G and F, her love but just the position of the rest of the inscription’s revealing, ‘— may you have as much fun reading this as I had writing it’ lies above the frontispiece Jane Austen quote, ‘I was… dragged through numerous chapels, dusty libraries and greasy halls. I never was but once in Oxford in my life and I am sure I never wish to go there again.’


She’s saying, I don’t care about snubbing Austen. Here’s my view of Oxford. The great Jane’s being called out by Sara Meredith, which makes what happened to her afterwards a real puzzle. Only a month ago on my way south by train, a fellow passenger was well into Sara, and I rehearsed one of those conversations you’ve no intention of starting.


‘Yeah!’ (All casual) ‘I’ve got asigned first edition!’


‘—?’


‘Obviously not, it’s to her parents.’


‘ —?’


‘I think it’s very good but then I would, wouldn’t I?’


The woman’s brows pinch up. My appearance makes connection with our topic hard to believe. I find it hard to believe. She’s about to be spun a line, she thinks— and anyway the dialogue never happened. One thing Tomiko insists on is a Japanese never asks a stranger for information concerning self, family, education, place of origin, occupation and current level of prosperity. And never gives it. So I stayed silent— but I’ve butted in again. Trying to be dutiful— or maybe highly-motivated— leads you into it.


Actually this is three people’s story. But what do you do if number three doesn’t want to be heard?


OK. We need to start a long way from here. ‘Sara married a man called Josh and they had a daughter—’


Named Eurwen, a Welsh name, a difficult name but to look at her, you’d never guess she’s going to cause the trouble we’re all in. Every morning, from an anonymous saloon car, a tall rangy Mr Meredith delivered the child to the school door. Bradwardine’s severe frontage disdains to broadcast it caters for Oxford’s chosen next generation. But even here Mr Meredith was a presence as he moved through the mothers and childminders, his dark suit a male put-down of multi-coloured anarchy. While other children were chivvied or coddled he ran a hand over his daughter’s chestnut curls letting her turn beneath, offering one sentence per day to exchange with the gatekeeper. Probably a bit wet for rounders? We’reenjoying The Hobbit!When he walked away eyes other than the girl’s followed him. The car might turn left in the direction of Carfax and the city centre but most often right, circling to Thames Valley Police Headquarters in Kidlington. Or at least it spent precious minutes trying to make for the seized carriageways that served Oxford as walls… and more than one mother speculated aloud that he must be so-o tempted to blast a way out with the siren.


Mr Meredith: the only rank he ever admitted to was parent. At three-fifteen a red-haired, thirtyish Mrs Meredith was waiting and she had a Christian name. ‘Sara Meredith—she wrote that book!’ ‘She’sthe clever one— a Bradwardine girl herself!’ ‘Daughter of Geoffrey Severing – he was on Newsnight again over globalisation – or it might have been something else.’


This Sara chatted with the staff and joked, sometimes at her small replica’s expense. Oftener the wit was directed at the well-groomed mothers. In faded denim her slight figure was easily shouldered aside by Human Resources mothers on flexi-time or Entrepreneur mothers with government-advisor haircuts. ‘How do they do it? I can hardly manage to shop for food, never mind shoes. What amazing shoes!’ Her intent was to provide an ear for pedagogic complaints, though trying too hard she sometimes admonished herself; the aspiration was for goodwill to be heaped on her child’s head. Not that the child was ever in need of it, Eurwen, the daughter with the Welsh name, a difficult name, one that had come to school the first day written on a scrap of paper. (‘Eurwen’ – pronounced Ire as in Ireland and wen as in when!) Fragile, beautiful, green-eyed and blessed with a watchful father and amiable mother, sweeping the years ahead clear of slips, trips and falls. What could go wrong?


Afterwards, inevitably, Eurwen’s heart-shaped face faded from school memory. But when refreshed on screen and under headlines, staff relived one special Christmas amongst themselves: the girl dressed as a fierce, miniature shepherd, hoisted laughing onto her father’s broad shoulders while the woman she would become gazed up at her, a Quattrocento Madonna… and Eurwen wouldn’t play Mary… no way. Really wanted to play a sheep, d’you remember? Now it was principal Renate Desmond’s turn to send a note. ‘All of us here at Bradwardine are thinking of you in this terrible time… and of Eurwen, of course. I can only imagine what you are going through. Staff and children alike… feel sure… are certain… think of the many happy incidents from Eurwen’s years with us. Only yesterday we were talking of…’


Another memory: a flu outbreak had forced Mrs Desmond herself to take a lesson. Twenty heads bent over, ripe berries of tongue bulged from the sides of mouths. ‘So,’ she repeated, ‘we’ve done the vowels. What I want you to do is write down all the words you know that don’t have anyvowels in.’


Circling behind Eurwen after a minute or so there in a neat, clear hand was the list: my, by, cry, fly, try, dryand beneath it the completely unexpected finale: Rhyl.


‘Well done, Eurwen.’ It let her favour the girl without guilt. ‘You’re the only one who’s got it. But why Rhyl?’ She didn’t bother with the suggestion of a holiday, not there. ‘A visit?’


Eurwen shook her flames of hair with characteristic energy. ‘It was where my Daddy was born in!’


And seven years later the place from where Josh Meredith shouted down the phone, ‘Sara,enough! Just go to bed. I’ll talk to you in the morning,’ before the line went dead.




Chapter 4


When her ex-husband rang off it seemed easier to slide down the kitchen wall and sit, legs inelegantly splayed, the handset nursed against her midriff. There was a sort of comfort in letting it dig into the knot of muscles… soon her wrist, never trustworthy since a fall on the Merton Street cobbles last winter, would start to quiver. But before this could happen her lids closed of their own volition and the room swam: at the back of her tongue was the taste of quinine. ‘My name is Sara,’ she startled herself by saying aloud, ‘and I’m—’


Drunk. She put the phone to her ear again in case, somehow, Josh would be there to take back what he had just said. Dolt! At least it exposed her muddled state to scrutiny. Get up! She smoothed the trouser cotton to her hips and tried looking about. Obviously she had come in here with some intention that shock had dispatched; the kettle was cool to touch and apart from the white lozenge of missing plaster in the wall above it (old? new?) nothing suggested the untoward. A tad untidier perhaps… she traipsed into the hall and peered through the open study door. But not that way the still-functional part of her pleaded, recent damage enough in there. Only when she stumbled back upstairs to the sitting room did the empty vodka bottle offer an explanation: she had been down there looking for its twin. And it was late, or felt it, and she had to drive over two hundred miles now, rightnow…


…Waking crook-backed to find light beyond the shutters, Josh’s news was debatable for only a moment. Then it was awful, cruel, hideous… horrendous. No, she lacked the word for its degree of badness. She shook herself like a wet dog and agony through her temples provoked Oh, sweet, suffering Lord! as a string of yelps. Anyone watching (there was no one) would have seen her freeze up. Then blink and swallow. Time for a stock-take: head as expected and throat and lungs raw and dry as if she still smoked. But she had survived harsher bodily reproofs. Stomach… best not dwell on that. Just swallow again. The low-grade itchiness, a recent occurrence, was now more or less endemic inside yesterday’s clothes. Eyesight was apparently functional. Tremors registered as medium to severe across her torso and into her limbs but she could stretch them, could stand up now, could scrape thoughts together… all of which she needed to do and do quickly since Eurwen, her fifteen-year-old daughter, had disappeared.


Some short time later she found she was outside, steadied against a car bonnet, oblivious to its grime soiling her blazer, the hastily stuffed tote bag clutched to her chest like a buoyancy aid. Now she stared dubiously at the silver VW that had sat in its allotted resident’s parking space, unmoving for… she couldn’t state how many months. ‘Only two things to concern you, drive and reverse,’ she heard her professor-father instructing. ‘You will never want a manual shift again, believe me. Not that you’ll use it… often.’ This was his pact with the devil: giving her a new, safer car when he knew he should be taking away the keys to the battered old car and informing the authorities. Not use it often… a massive Pickfords pantechnicon rumbled into sight, already coming away from the city with its load and for a blessed moment the exit from Tackley Close was sealed, safe, bright-morninged, tranquil Tackley Close. She breathed its cool air heavy with Thames moisture, nutty garden scents and a mere hint of diesel. This Oxford enclave was not an early riser. A last look at her house, the adjoining half of which, the Peppers’ half, was still swaddled in curtains, and she slipped into the driver’s seat. To her astonishment, after its enforced hibernation the VW engine caught immediately and proved willing to edge out into the carriageway when asked. Taking a left at the corner, she was into Polstead Road almost without volition.


Mercifully it was devoid of other vehicles. Look, Eurwen! Lawrence of Arabia lived here… and in that house J.R.R. Tolkien got bored with marking exam scripts and began, ‘In a hole in the ground there lived a…’ Oxford had been her only home and she could always recite the roll call of its luminaries for comfort. Instead she tried a mantra of routes: make for the Woodstock first, leave via the WolvercoteRoundabout where the exit for Kidlington had once been Josh’s. Keep going north and then west.After that she would need to… just drive, she ordered herself. Another voice said don’t but she ignored it.


No arguments. My starting point’s here, the first time Yori set eyes on Sara, a sunny afternoon, the last week in September.


In Rhyl. A strip of Welsh maritime wilderness began developing as a seaside resort in the eighteenth century and for the next hundred years or more it went pretty well so that the sound promised pleasure to the few and only later to the masses. But to Sara it’s more like a curse. Because this is 2008 and we’re a national joke. Rhyl – UK’s First Shanty Town, a serious newspaper christened it. Rhyl – Twinned With Soweto! its graffiti read. Yet it’s where she’s fetched up and I recognise her instantly from photographs, film clips, the book jacket, etc— and for now all I want to do is watch hoping against hope she’ll think it’s notthat bad. Beach-stuff to start, our major asset, five getting on six miles of it. I bet even she concedes a finestretch. Screw up your eyes and you could think Bodega Bay where Tippi Hedren in The Birds asks us something along the lines of Have you ever seen so many gulls? But that’s California. We’ll need The Seaquarium for the only glimpse of blue, clean water. Ours is one of those where the exhibits swim over and round the paying customers and the flick of the sharks keeps catching the eye. This being Rhyl though across the road on the main promenade – a choice location virtually anywhere else – there’s the remains of a pushed-over, burnt-out building. Wooden props span the gap so the survivors either side can lean on each other’s shoulders. Beneath them a couple are settled on plastic sheeting. He’s terrible to look at with protruding eyes and a toad’s skin. She is fortyish, near Sara Meredith’s age, and has the face of Brigitte Bardot. But Bardot at seventy, lined and weary. The woman slides off her rubble heap and into the trippers along the front— and steps straight into the road as if the traffic will miraculously part. A silver hatchback with the sunroof open has to brake hard to avoid her and its driver’s shocked expression can just be made out before the car accelerates away.


Two accidents and then nearly a third: heart hammering, Sara checked in the rear-view that the pedestrian had made it all the way across. Only then was she able to exhale and try to concentrate ahead…


Jittering neon and crude artwork combine, a linear carnival that almost overwhelms her thready vigilance. But away from the promenade’s bold signage, she was offered hints of normal urbanity. Another turn and here were businesses selling soap and painkillers and food that had not been pre-fried. On real streets carrier bags replaced buckets and spades. Up one, down another… to the beach again not meaning to, heat building in the car. Finally she chose her mark and pulled in. That girl pushing a buggy looked a safe source for directions.


That boy mumbled Av’nside was across the river, the prospect she had turned the car from already once.


Over the bridge, then, this time to find yet more pubs squaring up to each other, caravans almost to their walls… and this was where Eurwen had chosen, her father’s home. Above, the sky was an immense and hurtful radience. Cowering and peering side to side, she was allowed one glimpse of a promontory sprinkled with birds before a messy boatyard obscured it. Avonside, her destination, was that line of pinkish, meanly-proportioned houses facing across a muddy inlet to open sea, and impossible to reconcile with Eurwen’s description: ‘Mum, it’s gorgeous. There’s the river and the harbour. On a clear day Dad says you see somewhere called The Fylde, that’s a sort-of jutting out bit over in Lancashire. A naff name, isn’t it? Who’d want to live onThe Fy-ylde? But Dad says—’


She recognised his back before it was necessary to begin picking out numbers, Josh, caught off guard for once in his life, surprised in the act of opening his own front door. It had been how long? Her mind rebelled at the calculation as his tall figure swivelled loosely from the hips, youthfully. But the tanned forearm in torsion seemed older, veinier and strung with copper wires. The opportunity to see him as a new person came and went in a flash, then the familiar profile tilted at her and she almost moaned aloud. His deep, widely spaced eyes under thick brows slid off their current task. Suddenly the full face happened: symmetrical, handsome and affecting as ever. Grey lightened his hair, yet nothing could lift Josh’s basic look, that of a man who would hang your pet spaniel in the orchard. His jaw jutted alarmingly… so much so she felt moisture spread through her scalp. Strength of maternal fear, her alibi, was going to be inadequate but… but Eurwen could be back. This very hour. Innards clenching, ‘Josh!’ she called as he spun on his heel, some sixth-sense alerting watched to watcher… and she knew by his expression. She got out only because he would be at her wound down window next.


‘Oh. Right. Brilliant!’ Her fumbling attempts with the key fob brought on, ‘Just press the bloody thing, will you? It does it itself.’
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