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Tom Anderson was born in Watford and grew up in Porthcawl. He worked as a private investigator for a range of clients after studying at the University of Glamorgan, before developing a travel-writing career using journeys taken as a surfer. The Actaeon Tide is his fictional debut. 
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‘Tom Anderson treads a well worn gumshoe path but the dark tide that runs through this thriller is uniquely his own. The prose is snappy, dialogue whip smart, plot rolls on like big waves breaking on a bleak coast. He creates a new genre of Welsh horror/noir that leaves the reader begging/dreading more with every turn of the page. Myth and murder are locked in a cycle that repeats in the lives of the vividly drawn characters. His legion of surf fans will not be disappointed as he again slides his board down the breakers, this time however the water is murkier, the temperature distinctly chilly. An essential read for fans of great writing that thrills.’ – Ifor Thomas


‘The observation is sharp and shrewd… elemental joy, the sheer pleasure of moving with wind and waves… you’ll soon find that it does get an unbreakable hold on you’ – Sheenagh Pugh


‘Anderson has a great eye for arresting detail and an ever-tuned ear for interesting remarks.’ – Robert Minhinnick


‘Books like Anderson’s, where the prose is left to do the talking, are few and far between.’ – Huck Magazine


‘As much an insight into the drifter and dreamer’s mentality’ – Sunday Express


‘Anderson’s sharp and witty style, allied with a poignant exploration of the nature of friendship, takes his second book into contemporary Kerouac territory.’ – The Times


‘Seemingly random surf dude conversations about love and death and the state of the atmosphere play out a philosophical debate between hedonism and seriousness, science and soul… surfers may be weirdos but they are weird in wonderfully unpredictable ways.’ – The Daily Telegraph


‘Something as seemingly mundane as the weather is impressively transformed by Anderson into a source of compelling interest… he has a beat sensibility.’ – Babylon Wales


‘Great writing…’ – New Welsh Review
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For Del




Hindsight will prove fate and destiny responsible for Actaeon’s misfortune, rather than his own wrongdoing. For it is perfectly acceptable to lose your way from time to time…


Ovid, Metamorphoses







Zero


If low water ever comes at midnight, we’ll get the biggest tide possible. Simple science. Gravity’s game. It’s the laws of nature.


Mind you, that has to be midnight on the dot, and not necessarily what it says on the clocks. I’m talking about ‘midnight’ as in the furthest you can get from day in either direction; night-time’s halfway mark; the point when this side of the planet is dipped as far into freezing space as it gets before being pulled back around to the sun. Match that exact moment with the turning tide – not a second or a nanosecond either way, and, well, it’s almost too rare to reckon on. But it does happen, once in an Actaeon moon.


Midnight, and she’s going through it again. Noise everywhere. Whatever she doesn’t want to hear – worst fears, deepest regrets, hidden fantasies. They’re pouring through the air around her.


She’s seen the figure sitting on her lawn. No chance of it being a shadow. This time she’s going out to meet it. What’s the worst it can be? Not even pain.


Midnight. If it ever happens, then surely it happens like this: rushing at the emptiness, outdoors, her hair flailing in the freezing night. No witnesses beyond the stardust of the Milky Way overhead.


The figure rises to meet her.


And it is everything she could have feared, and more.


If someone’s leaving this world, does it matter what they go through on the way out? Does how you meet your end shape anything at all?


There’s the cooling of the heart, fainting, draining of sense while bleeding dry. It’s as if she’s always known this feeling from somewhere. No time to think of the injustice of it, the barbarity – what if it’s worse than she’s imagined?


Furthest moments away from daylight. Something else that no longer matters. She won’t see the sunrise anyway.


And then, just as it’s nearly done, right when that tide is turning to come in again, there comes the pain.




WINTER




1


The instruction


The job that changed everything first came onto my radar about a month ago. How do I know it changed everything? You just do, don’t you? Funny, when something major like that happens, things just kind of… stand out.


I can see that whole day over in my mind, and probably always will:


I’m wandering around, lunchtime, trying not to succumb to buying chips again on the first of those really dark days, when the sun comes up for such a short time you feel as if you’re never really awake.


Almost out of ideas, I make it back to the office with a baguette instead – don’t ask why, it’s not even fresh, either, by the look of things. Starsky’s sitting opposite me playing with some kind of security camera and a box of Kleenex. A pretty compromising combination – if you didn’t know what he’s actually doing with them. The camera’s going to go inside that box, concealed. Then he’ll leave the whole package on the back shelf of a car outside some unsuspecting fool’s front door. Starsky is bad news. Although the worst bit is that you’ll probably never know his role in your downfall. Unless you go to court, in which case he’ll tuck you up even tighter.


But speak as you find, I reckon, and right now I find a living through this joker.


‘Alright Noah,’ he croaks at me. He’s got that Londoner’s way of smoothing out the hard bits of a word while making the smooth bits hard in their places: Aw-roii.


‘Aye, not bad,’ I reply. He sucks you into his ways. I almost sound like him these days – which given that I’m half his age and smoke twenty a year to his twenty a day isn’t anything to wish for. ‘So who’s the box of tissues for, then?’


‘Just testing it,’ he says, and slides it my way – lens first. My face comes up, filling a screen on his desk. I aim a middle-finger-salute at the box and my fingernail swells into the fisheye image.


‘Top quality pic on that, eh?’ He looks pleased with himself, which can only be bad for someone else.


We go quiet for a minute, and then he croaks:


‘Job’s come up, matey. And I’ve got a feelin about this one.’


When he says that, he’s always right. He may have left the police for ‘reasons unknown’, but fifteen years’ experience working in murder squads still means his hunches get to border on the psychic.


‘Bring your lunch, Noah,’ he adds, just as I’m about to bite down on that baguette. ‘I’m meeting this client in an hour. I wanna drive around where she lives first. Get a decent recce – in case it all goes to pot.’ He’s already pulling his jacket on and reaching for a scarf. Each slight gust from the coldest ocean of the year gets through whatever you wear, anyway – sharp-edged breezes, able to spread the greyness across the town’s walls, pavements and the soaking, dark sand of the seafront a few streets away.


We wind our way out of the Crawl, engine lurching, lurid green screenwash sloshing away the dried salt and rubber fragments of a half-frozen road. It’s been such a rotten day that dusk has been on us for the last two hours at least. Starsky flicks the fog lamps on and starts to tell me more.


‘So this bird phones the 0800 line about ten this morning,’ he explains. ‘Says her name’s Michelle Lovell.’ He talks; I write – makes it look like I’m going to be some use.


‘She starts asking about what kind of work we do, so I tell her. You know, start off cagey and all. Recovery, serving people, reporting, tracing.’


It sounds more glamorous than it is. These days ‘recovery’ is what we get the most of by a mile.


‘She just listened for a bit,’ Starsky explains. ‘Listened without saying anything. Which I wasn’t really liking. Made me think this is someone who’s after something, you know, er… untoward.’


‘Without saying anything?’


‘Well, the odd “yes” maybe. But then she calmly comes out with it: “Can you search a place for bugs?” And I’m like… Er, well, in theory, yeah, we can. Depends who’s asking and why…’


‘And can we?’


‘Well, I have done. About three hundred times. So yeah. Mate of mine’s company in Northampton has even got some equipment for it too. So unless the stuff being used is like, the bollocks, then yeah, I can have a pretty good go. It’s easy work if you know what you’re doing. I’ve been asking around the last hour or two about how much to charge these days.’


We push out into the overtaking lane as our car hits the dual carriageways past Bridgend. At a roundabout I just make out, through fading twilight, dry bits of the road that are still a pinky white from salt thrown down last week. Bare trees and thinned hedges want to become silhouettes. I give my thoughts to the journey, staring at tail-lights of cars in front which shrink away from us as the country roads rise and dip. We’re well into the Vale when he pulls over and starts peering at the damp, ten-year-old RAC road-map he keeps under the driver’s seat. It’s covered in little ink dots – each one represents a person who almost certainly didn’t want a visit. This by-appointment stuff is rare.


‘Roads we need aren’t on here,’ Starsky muses, reaching for a printout he’s folded in his coat pocket. ‘Got a fair idea, though. Went to this bit of the Vale once before, bout two years ago. Had to serve some wife beater in one of the farms.’


It’s not quite dark yet, but day has certainly lost any of the weak hold it had as we’re winding through the smallest lanes. We pass houses I never knew existed in South Wales. Already you get the sense you can’t see well enough.


‘Biiiig old houses around here, matey,’ he tells me. ‘We’re gonna do alright out of this if she turns out to be compus mentas, like.’


I won’t forget the first sighting of her as long as I’m compus mentas, that’s for sure. Mrs Lovell, as Starsky was already insisting we call her, lives at the end of a street that shows up like some kind of oasis. A narrow road, unpaved, with lumps of grass and hibernating weeds growing out of its middle, goes for at least a mile before the bumpy surface breaks back to Tarmac and ends on a T-junction. A short street – dead end to the left but on the right a rise up to several houses. It’s all there in my mind whenever I want to go back. And so is she.


Separate gravel driveways lead to three clean, pin-edged houses, each at least six-bedrooms, and then another bigger one still, much older, that sits on top of the incline at the end of the road. The other three probably used to be its grounds, Starsky’s voice is there telling me, forever. Probably sold off to raise some cash when the family needed it, he goes on.


Since an unknown car showing up here is probably a pretty rare event, Mrs Lovell is already at the gate on foot, waiting for us. Must have seen our lights a way off.


Her face looks haunted by some sort of glow, that you pick up easily even from a distance. It’s not really something you can see as much as something you just know. She’s got dark hair that’s held in half curls which wave a little in the evening breeze, along with her long dress. It’s freezing but she looks totally tough to it – as if her essence has retreated to deep inside her body where it’s completely safe from the elements. A pale face shows off sharp features. No need for makeup. She’s at least forty, but will look like this forever. Her cheekbones are dainty and prominent. Wide eyes, almost too big for the sparse flesh that surrounds them, pull everything inwards. She walks with folded arms towards the back door of the car and gets in without waving, without making any kind of gesture.


‘Can we drive?’ she says.


→


Got to warn you here – whoever you are – before we go further in. It’s been in the back of my mind the whole time so it’s only fair I share it, right?


We’re getting on board here, aren’t we? I mean getting on board with her? And with whoever else is floating through this next rise of the tide. Thing is, what if you end up with that little crosshair over your forehead too? Marked out to play a role against your will, you know – just for being there with us when we hear it?


It’s probably too late for me. But if you’re also peering in, sharing the guilt, the blame, the responsibility or whatever else it might be, then… oh I don’t know. Who cares? It’s just that we might all end up pulled in by that current.


Long as you’re OK with it. That’s all. Only saying. So that you can’t cry foul when midnight comes and we’re all in for the haul.


If midnight comes, perhaps I should say, coz you never can guarantee it, right?


‘Don’t worry, I’ll know when to get out,’ I say to myself, or anyone else who’s listening.


Of course you will. Of course.


→


Starsky said before we got here that this Mrs Lovell would be blunt, but nothing readies me for the stuff we’re about to hear next:


‘I really mean it,’ she says. ‘Not a word until it’s safe. We need to drive. Now.’


We oblige, and Starsky fires us through the lanes again, until we get back towards the real world. At a roundabout we pass the same exit three times before going on, and then stop at the edge of a busy road – one of the ones feeding in towards Cowbridge again. Lots of movement around us – and I know why he’s chosen here. We can’t be listened to, and we can’t be watched or tailed without someone having to make a tit of themselves in the passing traffic.


‘I’m sorry for the fuss,’ she says, ‘but we do need to be away from the house and sure that nobody followed us. It’s filled with bugs and cameras. I know my husband is involved, with intent, and strategy, and I’m pretty sure it goes to the top.’ She thinks about every word, as if she’s rehearsed this a thousand times before meeting us. But all of a sudden she’s done, and tails off mumbling something like, ‘Or elements of it.’


I can feel my face going prickly and hoping she can’t tell as I try and act as if I’ve heard this shit many times before. Starsky doesn’t need to act though, and I’m following his cues.


‘OK,’ he says, calm as. ‘I’m happy with this spot. I reckon you can talk now. So tell me how you’ve come by that idea.’


She says nothing for two minutes that are so heavy you can chew them, then gently prises a piece of folded lined paper from the side elastic of her dress, and looks over it without expression.


And then she talks. Slow, careful, sucking emotion back in at every relevant break.


There’s one thing about her I can’t ever call to memory, by the way. It’s her voice. I know her story, I know how she says it – the pace, the pauses – but I can’t hear her voice.


The words though. The content of it. It’s inescapable.


‘OK, thanks for coming at such short notice,’ Mrs Lovell starts. ‘It’s very welcome. I am at… at a point where if something is not done… If something isn’t… I am, well, it’s getting beyond what I can cope with.’ Suddenly this supremely confident woman is trying to get reassurance. She doesn’t want to say something yet knows she needs to. She thinks we won’t be interested. But we are. Who couldn’t be?


Starsky treads softly: ‘That’s OK. What’s bothering you?’


‘It’s so much. There are so many things.’ She pauses, as if she’s running it all through again, to check she really does need to tell us this. After fishing for that piece of paper it looks as if she’s no intention of using it. And then, still in control, still breathing calm and regular:


‘I am awoken every morning, at four a.m., by things I shouldn’t have to deal with. Every day, and I mean every day, I get woken by… by the sound – pre-recorded, I sincerely hope – of a man.’ She pauses. ‘A man, or at least a male voice, climaxing, from within the walls.’ The way she just floats through the words means you almost miss it.


‘OK,’ Starsky coughs. How he handles these delicate moments will define whether we hear more.


‘It’s being played to me, I know. But in real time. It’s the most horrid noise – the voice has relish. It’s different every morning. And if I try to sleep again after that, it starts back up within a minute. But that’s only one of the sounds.’


Now, most of my life I’ve kind of relied on being sharper than most people – getting a read on a situation, but as this stuff carries on I know already that I’m miles behind Starsky. He’s taking this stuff seriously. He’s tuning into it straight away, and I’m only getting the tells second-hand.


She’s taking breath between each bit – but the need to break and pull herself together is getting less. ‘My entire house is talking to me, Mr White,’ she says, her back and neck held straight and true – body language that knows he’s listening: ‘When I walk down the stairs there are the sounds of rocks falling from above – each of my steps being echoed in rhythm – from the ceiling of my own home. I try to make breakfast and a motorbike engine starts up around me. I turn the hob up, it changes gear. When I use the hoover a wild, high-pitched alarm sounds. It’s a, a… a fire alarm, I suppose? That would best describe it. If I boil an egg then there’s this subsonic hum that fills the kitchen. Someone’s watching me, aren’t they?’


At this she stops; her breathing is about to get heavier. Composure is threatened again, which she can’t allow. She wants to see what we think.


I’m obviously made of something other than Starsky, because I want to tell the woman she’s gone in the head – and I mean gone. But then pity kind of washes over that, before intrigue swallows it all and makes me want to hear more.


Starsky just says, ‘Fine. I’ve heard worse. You’re doing the right thing talking to someone professional about this.’ She looks as if that’s what she wanted to hear. ‘I suppose there are several very obvious questions,’ he adds, ‘but first why don’t you make sure you’ve got the hard bit done? We’ll need to know what else. Noah Lloyd here can make a few notes – and in a minute I’ll sketch your house, or a plan of it at least. So are these the only noises?’


‘No,’ she says, immediately, ready again. ‘There’s too many to list to you now, but I’ve started to keep a log of times and, well I suppose, the things that trigger them.’


Starsky nods. ‘Well done. That’s what I was gonna suggest next.’


‘Well, I’ve got it, but I’m scared to take it out and show it to someone. I’m worried what it would mean for them.’ She swallows, and gets her breath in order again, before adding, ‘I would, of course, understand if you did not want to get involved with this.’


Get involved with what? I’m bursting to say – but the way Starsky’s giving this so much time and respect is binding me.


He keeps his voice soft, still soothing, cajoling. Arms flat on his lap, neutral, Starsky reassures: ‘I can see why you’d say that. It’s thoughtful of you, Mrs Lovell. I mean it though, I’ve heard worse. I can vouch you that. And Noah here is more than up to something like this. He knows right from wrong.’


She looks at me – the first time she’s caught me straight on, eye-to-eye. It hurts. There’s a world behind there that I’m just grateful is not mine. And this is only the back-seat. Starsky’s sitting almost square to her in the front – though he is looking around constantly. Poor guy never rests like that. Probably looks the sun in the eye more than he would most people anyway.


She goes on: ‘It happens in the shower too. And when I undress. There’s applause if it’s in my bedroom. There’s sound effects… that I suppose are best described as taken from a cartoon. The bangs, the clangs, the whistles and scurries. There are rumbles, whirs, rattles, canned laughter. There’s birdsong at night – all coming from inside the walls of my house – but with this… acoustic clarity that makes it feel as if it’s all around you. It always seems to be the most… inappropriate noise to what I’m doing, too.’


‘Which you think means you’re being watched,’ Starsky adds quickly.


That momentum she needs to talk about this stuff has arrived now. It’s like being sick – she seems to think this is the heave that’s going to get it all out:


‘Being watched.’ She nods. ‘Well – I must be, isn’t that right, Mr White? Somebody is picking up on my movements and creating these sounds to go along with them. Either that, or I’m losing my mind. And that, by the way, is what makes this more frightening. The fear I had at first – you’ve seen my house – when these, these, hauntings – man-made, I know, but they are hauntings – started. That was… extraordinary. I thought I’d be killed. I mean, we don’t live our lives expecting to hear voices or things go bump in the night, do we?’


We both shake our heads. No Mrs Lovell, you’re OK.


‘Of course we don’t,’ says Starsky. ‘But that doesn’t sound likely to be what’s happening here.’


‘No. I’ve never thought that. I can’t.’ The pressure drops in the car again. ‘I’m glad to hear someone say it, though. It’s comforting already to think this is something you consider to be… Well, not all in a day’s work I’m sure, but, I suppose… credible?’


‘Yeah. It is, Mrs Lovell. Completely credible.’


‘Good,’ she says, nodding. ‘Thank you. It didn’t take me very long to realise there’s a cause for what’s happening. But that was what scared me more. A person is doing this. Somewhere, this is being… controlled.’ Here she does almost falter for a second – but it’s reined in at the speed of light. Toughness, composure – they come back over her immediately. ‘I’m lucky if I’m sleeping more than a few unbroken hours a week. That’s what they do when they torture people isn’t it? Sleep deprivation, Mr White. Someone wants me to be driven mad, completely, and I… That’s why I think it’s my husband.’


‘Er – yeah. You’re just ahead of me there, Mrs Lovell. I was gonna ask you about that. How does this stuff happen when your husband is around? He hears it as well?’


‘No. That’s what gives him away. It only happens when he isn’t at home.’


At this I can feel Starsky’s inclination to believe her drying up a bit. And so can she. Which doesn’t work for me as this is the only thing she’s said that makes sense in my mind. A flash, a short shock-wave of panic passes in the deeps somewhere behind those eyes of hers.


‘Oh, God,’ she groans. ‘This is the bit where everyone stops believing me. This is why I’m so alone, Mr White.’


‘Alone? People say that a lot more than they should, Mrs Lovell. What makes you think that then? Have you spoken to anyone else about this?’


‘Of course I have. My sister has stayed in the house with me. Several times.’


‘And?’


‘Nothing. No noises. And when my husband comes home on the weekends, it’s the same. No noises.’


‘So have you suggested that your sister comes to stay for longer?’


‘Of course I have. That’s the logical thing to do isn’t it? Well, she will. But only if I agree to go and see a psychiatrist with her first. I don’t want to do that, Mr White. It’s so important to me. Do you know what it’s like to be asked to see a psychiatrist when you know nothing’s wrong with you?’


‘I can imagine,’ says Starsky. Again the doubt is in his voice. It’s here to stay.


‘I’ve said already, you don’t have to take this work. I am sure of what’s going on though. I know what’s behind this, Mr White. My husband has, well, more than a vested interest in my losing control.’


→


Midnight never really happens anyway. We only imagine the things it tells us, don’t we? Washed out by daylight, pulled back under by the rushing tide, all that matters is the now.


And whenever the now gets too much for me, there’s the other Noah that I can call on. Small, unimportant me, sat listening to things I wish didn’t exist, and then it’ll all become alright when my mind drifts back to the sea. And its waves. Riding waves is why I live where I live; even why I do what I do. The Crawl sits on the edge of the sea, backed up by hills. That’s the right place for me to be – either right at the ocean, or as high from it as you can get. I’ll often welcome in the winter dusk on a shoreline anyway – loving the size and stillness of the water that will rise and take all our houses one day, whether Starsky’s lot lay hands on them or not. A bit of Swansea cityscape usually hibernates across the misty, salty currents to the west. Ocean winds push hair across my face – reminder of summer, which will come, sure as anything I do or don’t try.


Someone keeps telling me to look out for a green flash when the sun goes down. I forget though, coz I’m normally too busy thinking about how that same ball of life and deep red promise is busy heating the waters of Florida or the Caribbean at the same time as it’s dropping off the edge of Wales’s world.


Must be something to do with me, that I never see that flip of colour. Maybe I’m blind to it. Or perhaps it doesn’t want to reveal itself. Either way, it feels like another one of those things I’ll never quite reach.


Let’s choose a time… Three-thirty in the Crawl. How about that? That’s mid morning in Puerto Rico. I wouldn’t have to spend so much hope if I was somewhere like that instead. The doorstep would be enough of a change.


Few more years, I always think. Couple of big jobs. Like this one, even. Save a wedge. See a few people right, then outta here. Even the idea is usually enough to put a skip in my walk. It’s a means, I remind myself – to an end. No… To a beginning.


→


She knows her version, that’s for sure. Inside out. Husband is a money man – works in London. But he merely makes money – whereas she is money. So he’s married her because of the family name. That way, if he ever gets served or if his eye-for-an-eye world catches him in the wallet, he can fall back on this magnificent upper-class bride, on whom wealth grows like – oh I don’t know – wisteria.


But then she’s telling Starsky how she never trusted hubby from the start – why do these people marry in the first place? – and got some sort of pre-nup knocked together. One that meant he got sod-all if she died first, and less than sod-all if he ever did anything that caused a divorce.


There is still a way around their blissful little wedding-day contract though. And this is her theory. Mr Lovell can get his hands on her real ‘everything’ in one event – namely her getting sectioned. Lasting Powers of Attorney, Mental Capacity Act, 2005. Someone has to look after the estate if she goes round the twist. If she starts hearing noises in the night. Ouch.


This man of hers, we’re told, is running a big-budget plot to send his missus nuts so he can get control of the reserves of money held up in that piece of paper he probably never wanted in the first place.


Either that – or she is mad. Which means the prick has power of attorney anyway and she might as well give me and Starsky a wedge of her money anyhow. That would be the easier option in many ways, I reckon.


‘I’ll give you everything you need to know, Mr White,’ she’s saying.


‘OK,’ says Starsky, ‘and I can ensure confidentiality, professionalism.’ He’s telling her about his past – locking up bent coppers, murderers, the vilest of the vile. ‘We know right from wrong,’ he keeps repeating. ‘I won’t work for bad people, Mrs Lovell. Now tell me more about your husband. Where’s he based?’


‘He’s in the City. Investments, trade. I can give you the details. This is why you must be beyond circumspect. I think he’s got friends who are very rich, short-term rich. They’re terrible people, Mr White. These people see something, want it and take it. They move such a fine line between crooked and clear. He could arrange this kind of thing, easily.’


‘Watching his wife with a hundred hidden cameras?’ It comes out with more of a wobble than he means to show. Starsky’s self aware though and slows, thinks for a moment, slight evidence of a nod moving through his neck muscles. ‘I can see it happening,’ he reassures. ‘You don’t have to pitch it to me. Trust me, in my time… I ain’t surprised easy.’


He fires off a rapid row of questions to establish the basics of what we’re about to get into. How long have you lived here? Five years. Could this stuff have been installed before? Maybe. Have they redecorated at any point? No. Longest she’s been away in one go? Month – with hubby the whole time.


He presses to the limit: ‘And no signs of plaster moved about – no odd textures in the paint?’


Nothing. No. Never. None.


How d’you tell your husband you think he’s doing a stunt like this, and that you’re onto him? Some life to live, this. I start wondering if she sleeps with him and gazes into his eyes when they’re together on weekends, despite believing this preposterous shit about him. Imagine the intensity of going to bed with this woman when half a second of catching her glance makes your fingertips prickle. Something’s been left by that stare – in the air around us – in the cockpit of this car. There’s a well dropping downwards, opening where she is and sinking away. I’m peering over – and Starsky’s already halfway down and asking for more rope.


‘Mr White,’ she adds with a voice that suggests this first meeting’s end is moments away. ‘I have just warned you. My husband is involved with very powerful people. I’d imagine this to go to the top.’


Of what? I think. Starsky doesn’t flinch though. Tell him things that would shit most people up, and all it’ll do is get this guy keener to take on the job.


‘So this instruction,’ he announces. ‘I’ll need it in written form from yourself with the address named on it. You’ll have a copy too – although probably a good idea to keep it somewhere discreet.’ He delays briefly, her eye contact full and sustained, before going on. ‘It’s gonna need to be done with the right people around me, who I’ll trust, or with no one. Either I can make the decisions I think are right with this job, or it doesn’t get done by Whiteout. We can solve this, Miss, we can, but it’s gonna be about twenty-five grand.’


‘Fine,’ she says immediately, as if she’s been expecting it to cost twice that.


‘Er, OK…’ You can see Starsky kicking himself for going in too low, although he still tries to take what little advantage he can of this client’s absolute willingness to throw money at her problems: ‘Yeah, twenty-five,’ he says ‘and I’m afraid I will need half of that up front.’


‘No problem,’ she says. ‘Would you like cash?’


→


My other other place. If it can’t be the sea. Let’s go there, drift quick, just for a power-up. So that I can get through the next bits:


Closed eyes, Starsky’s voice retreats, the interior of his car and the small print of the deal he’s making lose their grip over me. I push my floating mind across the country and head for the hills. When I find the place I’m looking for and stop, we’re the furthest up I can get from the low-water mark. It’s the summit of the biggest hill behind the Crawl and I climb here to remind myself not to care. D’you ever get that burning, that upwelling – a sense you’re banging your head against a wall? There’s so much I want to be, to do, and most of it can’t be up to me. Some people are born to pull strings, and others are born puppets. But up here I get it.


Slopes drop away. The Bristol Channel pans out, the Crawl, the Vale, its linking roads and segmented fields, all bare and humble beyond squares of miles of miniature land. Look the other way and I can see the curve of the horizon, above a dark triangle of shadow where the rock I’m on cuts out the light. From down there the sun has already set. To the west more reddening peaks scratch the belly of the clouds, like waves themselves, but rising out of an even angrier ocean of supreme scale. My size feels great. A puppet – but right now, for once, looking down on my own show.


Wind running from the north whips up into my face. It hurts, and I like it. The evening’s going to be biting cold.


I can go back when I want. Or not.


→


She’s got history. Perfect. Already, there’s a dilemma. It’s taken Starsky one hands-free call to a crooked administrator he used to work with – straight away forking out expenses on this case – to find out. I’ve seen him push boundaries, but it’s the first time to my knowledge he’s fished for info like this since going civilian. Worth it, mind. Fifteen years back – turns out she had a spell under the watch of a psychiatric team after being convinced someone was perving on her in the bath. This was before hubby even came on to the scene – when she went by her maiden name, ‘Clare’. Michelle Clare. Not much more detail than that, but it’s there forever in a database accessible only to those who know what they’re looking for. Three weeks under close watch. Thought there was a man climbing the branches outside her window to peer in at bath time. Cut the tree down herself – badly, so that it fell back and crushed a car. Volunteered for ‘minor medication’ and has behaved ever since. So says our still-serving, so-called confidant, anyway.


Still on the way back to the Crawl, Starsky tells me what he thinks. But not before bashing the wheel and throwing out every expletive in his pretty extensive profanisaurus.


‘Fuck. Shit to get into. Arseholes. City arseholes. Mad, mad, old fuckin…’


I ask him if he’s taking it serious.


‘The things she describes, for sure,’ he says.


‘No – her previous.’


‘Irrelevant. She’s been alright ever since – we have to assume that now – this is our client, and an instruction’s an instruction.’


So what is it, then? The story. That’s what’s bothering him. He’s come across this kind of thing before, but there’s something else that’s rattling him here and he doesn’t know what. Right now his only evidence is instinct. And it’s enough to send Christopher ‘Starsky’ White, calmest man in the northern hemisphere, off the handle for a second.


‘It’s not what someone says, see matey,’ he muses. ‘It’s the way they say it.’


‘What d’you mean?’ I ask again.


‘Noah, if I knew, I’d fuckin tell ya.’


When we get home I’ve promised to meet Mum and my little sis Josie for a bit of dinner – kids eat free with two mains – in the sizzler up the street. She’s twenty years younger than me. Josie, that is. They both live round the corner. That’s how far I’ve flown.


‘Busy day?’ I ask them.


‘For Josie,’ my mum replies, ‘yes. She’s been pushing the trundle wheel in school. Maths lessons, wasn’t it, Josie? Metres and feet? Measured the distance from every classroom to the toilet.’


‘Great,’ I say. ‘Nice work.’


Little sis adds only a proud grin for now.


‘Her class is nearest – to the toilet. Explains the smell, doesn’t it Josie?’


‘Yep,’ she’s forced to acknowledge.


‘Was a secret project too. She was only meant to measure the corridor.’


‘Secret, eh?’ I raise an eyebrow at her. ‘Keeping secrets at your age?’


She grins again. My mum carries on:


‘Josie, tell Noah what you’re meant to measure for homework.’


‘Hill,’ says my little sis.


‘Really?’


‘Yes.’


‘They’ve let her take the wheel home,’ says my mum. ‘She’s been telling her teachers how her big brother takes her to hills. Maybe she can get some photos next time?’


‘OK,’ I say. ‘Whatever she needs to do.’


I don’t tell them anything of where I’ve been that evening. Nothing of the Vale, of the houses I only knew existed tonight, nothing of work. In fact, I’m no use to anyone. Josie starts chatting about some friend who doesn’t have a TV which Mum is telling her, unconvincingly, is a good thing. Means the friend will be brainy when she grows up. But Noah isn’t in the room. His eyes are on the walls, even of this ten-year-old pub – rough plaster over thick, fake stone; what secrets might they hold? What stories do we all need to share, really, when our souls are laid out? This isn’t the world you think it is, Josie. Even your mother can only scratch the surface. And me? I’ve got nothing to offer. I’m a passenger – yeah, all I ever promised.


‘Long drive.’


‘Eh?’ I glance up from my menu card.


‘Long drive.’


‘What, me?’


‘No. I had a long drive today,’ says my mum. ‘Bedford. I’m back there next week again too. Up and down in a day – like today. That’s why I thought we could grab dinner out.’ She says it as if it’s not something that happens often.


I float through the next hour of idle chat and then walk the long way round to get back to my place. More than just a beer and burger to walk off along the soaking beach. At the shoreline, light jumps off the ground, flicked back up at me from water between the low-tide sand-wrinkles. We haven’t seen the sky in the Crawl for a fortnight. Behind me, smothering, glaring streetlamps prevent being able to connect to the loneliness. I can’t hide, even here.


Vapour in the air is chilled by the turning northerly winds as I find the pavement again. There’s no salt now, apart from on the roads. Freezing drizzle, night after night, never enough even to wash the grit into the gutters. Indoors is the place to be – unless you’re Mrs Lovell.


It is almost lonely at home, though. Sleep is late and meagre, but it does arrive. I settle, knowing I’m part of something, take comfort that the course will stay set. Closed eyelids; I’ll let someone else direct. There’s peace in that – that and the rhythms of the sea again, and its frequencies.
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The source, and what isn’t inside the house


So there’s me, Minor Threat playing on my car stereo, and, when fate affords, bringing my world up those golden driveways to the doors of the rich and powerful. Most of my days are filled with winding-up petitions and bankruptcy notices, discreet asset enquiries or recovery reports. And can you see why it’s perfect for me? If money and influence are your things then what use is it trying to find empathy from a punk-pumped, late twentysomething whose only care in the world is hanging out in a nothing town and making the time to do sod-all once in a while?


It all suits me, the man at the centre, fine. I’m not even joking when I boast that there’s only one external force that Noah allows to alter his plans – and that’s the sea. No amount of cash or petty personal power can stand up to that master.


It doesn’t work for some – my mum just thinks it leaves you never sticking to anything. Change your mood with the sea, and like all the other surfers in this town you’ll be about as constant as the swells you wait on. Except the sea is older than any of us, and will last longer.


There I go again. I’m changing my mind even as I talk.


Any season though, whatever the temperature, when tide and time are right, this is the ritual that sorts me out.


Park up in the streets behind the beach, board waxed and then quickly whip jeans and shoes off. Wet neoprene wrapped around my ankles, then a grimace and it’s pulled up to the waist. I’ve got the act down – top half on with minimum skin exposure to the biting northerlies. This time of year, frost crunches under my booted feet as I round the bracken to see lines of unbroken ocean pulse wrapping in from the Atlantic.


Yeah, I’m in love with the whole thing. Even the way your head shrinks around your skull as you push underwater for the first time. Brain-freeze; the ‘ice cream headache’. You know you’re earning something from this kind of pain. But then, once I get out behind the breaking waves, it’s all release. Shore is just a model now – a different realm, left behind. Things make meaning and take shape as I stroke into a lined-up little peeler that stands up to me, its folding crest holding my eyes. Body weight isn’t mine anymore, as I rise to the top of a strip of thin, wind-groomed water, edge tilted to the outside rail and drop back in. The sea’s pulse moves through me. Confession, absolution. I’m shaking off a burden, rinsing away things that I don’t need. Nobody can stop anyone doing this.


Two more waves, forgiveness in the bag, and I’m into the replenishment. Storms thousands of miles away charge me up. Good for anything once a few more of these frequencies have tapped through my life-force. Anything.


When decisions lie on the horizon, this has always been where Noah gets his counselling. Cut off too long from the sea, not riding waves, things lose their shape. And when I’m tuned in, it all works out.


→


‘Wait for dark, Noah, matey, and tonight… you and me are in that fuckin house.’
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