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PROLOGUE

The night sky is black and star-spangled, as it always is on clear summer evenings like this one. All the smoke and fizz and bang of the earlier fireworks display — the annual August bank holiday celebrations — has gone, chased away by the gentle sea breeze. Just the hint of cordite hangs in the air, acrid and perfumed, amid the distant call of gulls further out, on the wing, still unnerved by the explosions.

The man picks his way along the beach, allowing his dog off the lead to explore every piece of festering seaweed and discarded litter. He stands looking out across the water, enjoying the peace and quiet now that all the festivities are over for another year, all the bars and restaurants emptied out. He watches the boats bob lazily, as though rocked to sleep by the tide, and he yawns.

He is about to turn his gaze inland again, to whistle up his dog and return home to his own waiting bed, when his eye snags on a patch of colour. It is way across on the other side of the bay, where houses and cottages nestle together, cheek by jowl, as they creep up the cliff side. It is a powdery orange hue. But as his eyes struggle to focus in the moonlight, it takes on a brighter glow, alive and moving. A haze of smoke drifts upwards.

At first he presumes it must be some of the local kids mucking about; an unauthorised, after-hours bonfire, a private party continuing late into the night. Is that a shower of sparks he can see shooting into the air? Everyone knows this sort of thing is not allowed outside the designated areas ordained by the ­council. But youngsters round here get bored. Tonight is one of the few nights they get to let their hair down, when the intense heat and activity of the tourist season peaks and boils over.

He calls to his dog, turning his body away, when a loud bang draws his head back with a jolt. The sound of it ricochets off the sides of the buildings along the shore, the faces of the craggy inlets. Surely it’s just hoodlums letting off rogue bangers. But the sound gives him concern, makes him pause. It isn’t the jubilant snap and crackle of his childhood, the illicit pop of his youth. It is like a landslide; the sound of something falling, collapsing.

The man strains his eyes a final time to see the golden colour intensify, the smoke billowing now, growing bolder with every passing moment. It is a fire; a real one. Not constructed for pleasure or celebration but fast, furious and out of control. He turns, snapping the lead onto his dog’s collar, and begins to run.

By the time he has dialled the emergency services, shouting into his mobile phone in broken sentences, it is confirmed that a fire crew has already been alerted and dispatched. Nevertheless, he carries on running round to the other side of the harbour and into the streets of houses, the high orange glow in the sky his only navigational tool. 

As he reaches the site of the fire, he sees there is nothing he can do to help. The fire brigade is already assembled outside the row of tall terraced buildings, focusing their efforts on the one with the scaffolding, half of which has collapsed. The heat from the burning house is immense now, rendering the air thick and toxic as embers fill the sky like fireflies. The crew works efficiently, deploying the equipment, aiming the torrents of water at different sections of the burning shell.

Nearby, residents stand on their doorsteps looking on forlornly, some peering out of upper windows, as though they are all watching yet another display, their faces a mask of shock rather than delight this time.

The man sees one of the crew standing by the fire engine, directing others in his team. He recognises him; the son of a friend he knows from this close-knit community of generations. He wanders over and the two nod briskly at each other in acknowledgement.

‘All right?’

‘Bit of a bloody mess this then.’

‘Sure is. But we’ve got it under control.’

‘Everyone out okay, then? Next door. No one hurt, I hope?

The younger man looks towards the houses but makes no answer as he coordinates his team, calling out instructions.

‘Just as well it was a building site, eh? No one living there. Silver linings and all that,’ the man says, tugging his dog to heel.

Something passes over the other’s face. He sees it.

‘What is it, Tom? What’s happened?’

‘Sod it,’ he hears him mutter. ‘It’ll probably be all around the town by daybreak anyway. Don’t say I told you but we’ve pulled a couple of people out. Now do me a favour and get back would you?’
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‘First person to see the sea!’ she shouts. It comes out of her mouth, this phrase, like an echo across time, dredged up from her own childhood memories of trips to the coast. 

‘Where, Mama?’

Lottie twists around in her seat to reassure her three-year-old as he cranes his neck towards the car window.

‘Keep watching, Joshie.’

She winds her window down and the smell of fresh brine hits her, the sound of gulls calling overhead. And with it a feeling of excitement uncurls in the pit of her stomach. They are here at last. This holiday has been much anticipated; saved for, longed for, needed. It is their first proper holiday together as a family, the first time their son has been away from their small London flat for more than a night or two.

The taxi driver queries the address with her.

‘Which number did you say?’ 

‘Number 15, Cliff Road,’ she answers, checking the details once again on her phone.

‘Thought so.’ He grunts and makes a right turn.

They have travelled down on the train. Neither she nor her husband, Tim, owns a car. There’s never been much need in London, though the buggy can be a faff on the Tube. But they’ve always opted for public transport. It suits their wallet and their green credentials. Most of the time.

‘How long you staying?’ asks the driver in his bluff, laconic tone.



‘A week,’ supplies Tim as he points at something out of the window. He is a teacher and so they must restrict breaks to the school holidays. It is one of the reasons they’ve never been away, the cost being so prohibitive during the summer months.

‘You’ll just miss the bank holiday fireworks on the Saturday night then,’ says the driver. ‘The world and his wife will be down for the last weekend in August,’ he adds wearily.

Lottie can’t decide if this is a good or a bad thing. This taxi driver isn’t the most hospitable of chauffeurs, his tone somehow disapproving even though the cab fare is rising at an extortionately fast rate. He’d seemed to sneer when they appeared at the station with all their kiddo paraphernalia. She and Tim had packing down to a fine art when they were students, travelling with their few belongings strapped to their backs. But things are different now they have a child.

As the car winds its way down towards the bottom of the town, she catches sight of the water shimmering like silver. The sun is high in a cloudless blue sky and pretty boats are arranged in the harbour, reminiscent of Josh’s bath toys. The houses cling to the cliffside in shades of grey, blue and pink, alongside flowering bushes and shrubs the colour of sugared almonds. 

Counting the numbers as the car slows to a crawl, Lottie holds her breath. The photos on the holiday rental website had looked charming. They are staying in part of an old period property that must have been split into separate apartments at some point over the years. It overlooks the bay, with stunning views of the harbour through a large picture window in the lounge. Casting another glance at the rental listing, she notes that the owner’s instructions advise them to approach from the rear where they can access the house via the back garden, which is stepped into the hillside. 

When they come to an abrupt halt, Tim pays the taxi driver while Lottie tries not to look at the eye-watering amount. She busies herself unstrapping Josh from the car seat, wondering if the driver is going to help them unload their luggage from the boot. Apparently not. Instead, he remains seated, scratching his tanned, hairy forearms and peering out through the windscreen.

‘Looks like you’ve got some company,’ he calls through to the back of the car. 

Lottie catches the jeering note in his voice and looks up in the direction of the houses. They are tall white multi-storey buildings, built in the Georgian style. Their faces are weathered with salt and wind yet most are recently painted and well maintained. But then her attention is caught by the house further along. Its facade is covered with ugly scaffolding and orange tarpaulin, the sign for a local building firm attached halfway up, like a flag. 

The taxi driver shakes his head and pulls away without ­another word while Tim, Lottie and a wriggling Josh are left by the ­roadside with all their kit and caboodle. Lottie takes a few steps along the pavement. The sound of drilling and the high-pitched screech of a stone-cutting machine can be heard, breaking the spell of the holiday brochure magic. 

How close, she wonders with a rising sense of panic. How close is their holiday let to this building site? She looks again for the numbers. Some are attached to the side of the house, others are nailed to the garden gate. 

‘Mama, wait for me,’ she hears her son call behind her as she lopes forward in haste.

She comes to a stop outside a gate marked with the number fifteen. It opens onto a flight of stone steps dotted with earthenware pots of geraniums, leading downwards. A blue door can be seen tucked in next to a neatly appointed decking area and garden. It is perfect. Her fingers itch to unlatch the gate, hurry down and locate the key safe. To explore their home for the next week, where she knows she will find seagrass carpets and elegant white furniture alongside a modern kitchen and bathroom. 

But to the right, just next door, a full-blown renovation project is in progress. A cloud of dust rises into the air as a couple of builders shout and curse to each other. The garden, separated from theirs only by a few paving stones now that the original fence has been demolished, resembles a merchant’s yard. Planks of wood are propped up against the far wall. Piles of bricks are stacked seemingly at random. The perpetual whine of power tools is like a desperate child, unable to be soothed.

As Tim and Josh catch up with her, Lottie hears her husband groan softly while her toddler gives out an audible gasp of excitement.

‘Look, Bob the Builder. Me wanna go see Dizzy,’ he says, pointing to the concrete mixer which churns away continuously.

Lottie turns to look at Tim, flashing meaning from her eyes. He returns her gaze with a resigned droop of his shoulders.

‘Not now, eh mate?’ he says to Josh. ‘It’s not safe. Bob’s very busy doing lots of jobs.’

Lottie swears under her breath, feels her teeth gritting involuntarily. 

‘What wrong, Mama?’ asks Josh, sensing his mother’s mood.

‘Nothing, sweet pea. It’s just very hot and I’m a bit tired from the long journey.’

Both of these things are true. She can feel the sun beating down on them and not a single hat or slick of SPF between them. The air is thick and muggy too. Where is the fresh coastal breeze she was hoping for? Instead, she feels a trickle of sweat running down her spine, licks her parched lips and senses a layer of dust already settling on her skin. She looks to the builders who are strolling around in shorts and jeans, their bronzed arms covered in elaborate tattoos. One is leaning against a wall, snatching a pull on his vape.

But then an older man comes forward. He seems to have an air of authority as he answers his phone, shouting into it hoarsely.

‘Right, you lot,’ he says once the call is ended. ‘Site visit. ­Client and architect, on their way. Shift yourselves.’



Lottie turns to Tim with a look of challenge on her face.

‘Let’s just get inside, shall we?’ he says. ‘Start to unpack.’

He leads them off down the steps, trailing the buggy and a large rucksack like some kind of sherpa. Lottie scoops Josh into her arms, partly to avoid him tripping down the steps but also because she instinctively wants to protect him. Everything suddenly feels full of menace; the scorching sun, the ear-splitting noise, the sharp edges. Even the hard stares that she has ­detected from one or two of the builders. And she follows on behind.

Inside the holiday apartment, they dump their luggage and explore. Lottie lets a squirming Josh down onto the floor and he immediately runs into the lounge, pressing his hands and face up against the large bay window. She can hear him whispering to himself, exclaiming at all the boats moored in the harbour. A couple of paddleboarders can be seen drifting serenely along the coastline. Coloured bunting waves back at them cheerfully from the far side of the water. It looks like a picture postcard. Instagram-worthy, she thinks and wants to whip out her phone, to capture it and post it to social media with a triumphant comment: ‘Have arrived in paradise’.

Tim lets out a heavy sigh behind her. 

‘It’s a bit stuffy, don’t you think? Where’s the air con?’

There is an antiquated-looking fan in the centre of the ceiling rose. He finds the switch and it begins to stir the hot, soupy air around the space.

‘Let’s just open some windows. Let in a bit of fresh air, shall we?’ says Lottie.

But as soon as she unlatches the lounge windows a crack, the sound of drilling and hammering can be heard, leaking into the room. She had hoped that all the building work would be confined to the back of the house but as she looks down, more builders can be seen working on the front garden, landscaping it with concrete and stone.



‘We can’t leave those open for long,’ says Tim. ‘Everything will be covered in dust.’

Lottie slumps onto the white sofa. Next to her is the beautiful fireplace, as advertised in the website photos. A large mirror above the mantelpiece reflects light back into the spacious room. Everything is decorated in tasteful shades of white, grey and pastel blue. Charming prints of sea birds grace the walls and an antique model sailing boat is positioned in one of the alcoves. She will have to make sure that is beyond Josh’s reach. Her gaze comes to rest on the carved marble fireplace once again. And that’s when she hears it. Or rather, she feels it.

A resounding thump reverberating from next door. As though one of the workmen has taken a mallet to the fireplace’s twin on the other side of the wall. A fine shower of dust comes down the chimney and scatters itself on the hearth. Another thump accompanies it. Then another. She looks up to see the ceiling fan shaking, as if in fear.

‘This is bloody ridiculous,’ she says, heaving herself off the sofa. ‘The website said nothing about this place being right next to a bloody building site.’

‘Bloody. Bloody. Bloody,’ she hears Josh repeating to himself as he stares out of the window. His lips and fingers have left smear marks all over the glass pane. The perfect view has become distorted already and she hasn’t even had chance to take a photo.

‘Right, that’s it. I’m going next door to speak to someone. It’s not even legal to be working at this time on a weekend, surely? And we’re sending an email to the rental owners too, Tim. I’m not having this. It’s bloody outrageous.’
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