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      September 1996

      Sunday.

      Summer, apparently.

      Treggan Bay has never let a calendar tell it what to do.

      The fête is billed—optimistically—as the Summer Fête, despite the fact that autumn has already crept in with its thin light and apple-skin air. Leaves freckle the green behind St Lydianna the Seafarer, crunching underfoot like overdone chips. Only this village could misplace a season and call it character.

      Bunting flaps between trestle tables, sun-faded and slightly drunk on the breeze. The church wall radiates old warmth, and the sea beyond it keeps breathing, steady and unimpressed.

      It’s packed. Locals, holidaymakers who missed the memo, and a scattering of day-trippers from Kingsbridge who look faintly startled by how real everything is. There’s a reporter and a camerawoman from the Kingsbridge Gazette—I clock the lens first, habit refusing to die.

      Really? For a village fête?

      I’m still turning that over when the answer swans right past my stall.

      Rita Gubb is in full flight, gliding across the green in a floaty summer dress, layered over enough sensible knitwear to admit it’s really September. She’s shepherding a man in a blazer that costs more than my monthly mortgage, all teeth and touching elbows, laughter pitched just high enough to be heard. A VIP, by the looks of him. Council weight, plus two hangers-on who look like they’ve never met a hedgerow they couldn’t sue. They move as a unit, slow and synchronised, like a school of better-dressed fish. The reporter and camerawoman pivot after them, hungry for anything that might pass as a story.

      My eyes stop on one of the hangers-on.

      Someone I recognise.

      Blythe Power.

      The name arrives with the smell of dust and old paper, the way certain memories do. She was much younger then, and much less self-assured; I remember her from parish meetings as the council representative—perched on a folding chair with a clipboard balanced on her knee, eyes sharp with mistrust, wearing the look of someone resigned to the fact that the village existed at all.

      Mum’s library used to host those meetings when the parish hall was leaking again. I’d been a nuisance in those days—eleven going on riot, flicking rubber bands at the notice board, whispering jokes to get a snort out of Mum. Blythe would glance over whenever I did something faintly criminal, giving me that look: half disapproval, half curiosity, as though she couldn’t decide whether I was a problem or a project.

      She’s now the Cabinet Member on the South Hams council for Coastal Development and Rural Affairs, which is a title so long it ought to come with a bookmark. Her smile is practised, her eyes still sharp—measuring tide and shoreline and clocking, with alarming efficiency, the rate at which raffle tickets are moving.

      All the fuss over the councilman, and Leo doesn’t look up once.

      He’s running the scone-and-clotted-cream stall like a man under siege—tray out, tray back, kettle hissing, someone always asking if it’s real clotted cream, as though Devon might be pulling a long con. His sleeves are rolled, forearms dusted with flour, copper hair escaping its usual discipline. I hover behind him, a spare part with a heartbeat, useful only in the way a lamppost is useful—mostly by staying still.

      “You’re blocking the napkins, love,” he says, not looking at me.

      “Sorry,” I say, stepping sideways and knocking over a stack of leaflets instead.

      He smiles anyway, reaching up to touch my arm as if to still a wobble in me—a quick, easy gesture, soft as a brush of flour.

      I flinch.

      Tiny flinch, really. Not enough for anyone to point and whisper. Just a quiet recoil under the skin, like my body’s remembered the village has eyes before my brain has finished pretending it doesn’t.

      The thing is, I’m aware—painfully—of those eyes. Curious. Speculative. Treggan Bay eyes. Earlier, while we were setting up, Lugger Bill had materialised like a bad smell, leaning on his stick and peering as if we were an exhibit.

      “Godless boys,” he’d pronounced, with the satisfaction of a man labelling jars.

      Leo hadn’t missed a beat.

      “History of fishing’s that way, Bill,” he’d said, pointing. “Very educational.”

      Bill had harrumphed off, muttering about nets and knots and real work. Fascinating stuff.

      I tell myself not to care. I’m thirty-six, for God’s sake. Westminster has shouted worse at me. Still, the comment rubs like salt. I stay a half-step back from Leo, hands in pockets, practising invisibility like it’s a profession.

      The shame creeps in anyway—uselessness dressed up as restraint—and it sits heavy enough that I can’t quite breathe.

      So I make my excuses without making them, peel myself away from the scones, and drift off before Leo can notice the look on my face. My feet carry me for a walk before I can overthink it.

      

      Maurice Gubb’s stall is busy, which always surprises me.

      Not least because Maurice himself continues to be—against all odds, against all medical probability—upright. He’s thin as driftwood and stubborn as an old nail, wrapped in layers as if time itself is draughty. Old photographs of the coast path are laid out like a memory map, corners curling, the sea in every frame looking as if it’s been waiting for the rest of us to catch up.

      A knot of local men crowds around, all elbows and laughter, the sort of group that forms wherever there’s something to tease and someone willing to be teased. Among them is a younger man—newer posture, louder grin—leaning in close to Maurice, pointing at a photograph with the affectionate cheek of someone who knows he’s charming.

      Maurice squints, then barks a laugh.

      “Behave yourself, Ned.”

      Ned.

      It clicks, late as always. Blythe’s only son. The Power boy. A few years younger than me, studied at St Cuthbert’s in Kingsbridge—blazers and rowing, while I learned shorthand and the art of not being noticed. We never spoke. Never played. Different orbits.

      Ned taps a photo with one finger—an especially dramatic shot of the cliff path under a bruised sky.

      “Tell you what, Maurice,” he says, voice bright, “this one’s lovely. Really captures the romance. One slip on that path, and you’re straight into the arms of the Atlantic. Very poetic—if you ignore the screaming.”

      The men roar. Maurice’s laugh comes out like a cough that refuses to be ill.

      Ned straightens, catches my look, and flashes a grin that could sell insurance. He’s loud, easy, already one of the lads. People drift past and clap his shoulder.

      “How long you down for, then?” someone calls.

      “Couple of weeks,” Ned says. “Mum reckons I need sea air.”

      There’s laughter. He belongs here more than I ever did.

      The tannoy crackles.

      Right then, everyone—attention please. Twelve o’clock sharp. Darts competition starting by the cider fountain!

      A cheer goes up. Folk like darts or cider, or both. I follow the noise.

      Ned’s roped in—no, not roped; he shoves to the front like a boy who’s never been told to wait his turn and has always got away with it on a sheepish smile and the promise of being good next time.

      He snatches the darts, squares his shoulders, and gives the crowd a wink as if he’s about to nail a perfect treble twenty.

      He throws with theatrical confidence and absolutely no aim.

      The dart drops short, thunking into the grass.

      Groans. Cheers. Someone whistles. Ned spreads his arms in an extravagant bow, like he’s just performed a difficult trick rather than released a bit of metal in the general direction of Devon.

      “Consistency is key,” he says, and everyone laughs with him.

      Lugger Bill, of course, wins. He holds up his prize, a bottle of Black-Tooth Sailor Rum, the limited batch the Bleeding Gull twins have been threatening to drink themselves. Bill cradles it like a newborn, eyes shining as if it’s holy.

      That’s when Wendy appears at my elbow.

      She’s got a small smile—pleasant, technically—except there’s something chilly in it, as though she’s seen enough of life to stop taking it seriously and hasn’t quite decided whether that’s freedom or a curse. She’s dressed in an old-English rural sort of get-up: a pale smock, a laced corset, skirt gathered like she’s just stepped out of a painting where nobody ever had to deal with damp laundry. Sweet, in a slightly off-beat way.

      And it sells tickets.

      “All right, Noah,” she says, holding up a strip of paper. “You look like you could do with a drink. Cider coupon?”

      I glance at her dress—at the deliberate quaintness of it—and let myself lean into what passes for banter when I’m trying to look simple, harmless, straight. The kind that costs nothing in the moment and takes it out of you later.

      “Hard to say no when you’ve made this much effort,” I say. “That’s a very… committed frock.”

      Her smile doesn’t change. If anything, it tightens by a millimetre.

      “Five pounds a pop.”

      “Five?” I echo, scandalised on principle. “For cider? Does it come with a doctor and a priest?”

      “It’s for our Old Liddy,” Wendy says briskly, snapping the money out of my hand the second I produce it, faster than a seagull nicking chips. “Church roof won’t mend itself.”

      She presses the coupon into my palm with a pat that feels oddly official, as though I’ve just voted.

      

      I wait with my ticket like everyone else—jostling near the fountain, bodies shoulder to shoulder, laughter flowing as freely as the cider. I’m just outside the tightest huddle when Bill’s voice rises again, cutting through the noise.

      “Yer old man’s sold it,” he’s saying, the red creeping right up his neck. “Fishing lodge—gone. Landmark Syndicate. Suits up from London.”

      Ned winces. “Uncle Albert always was… persuasive-able.”

      “Persuaded?” Bill snorts. “It’s not right. That lodge is ours—always was. He’s meant to mind it, not flog it.” He jerks his chin. “Custodian needs a backbone. That one’s all polish and no spine. Fifty-odd years on this earth, money spilling out his ears, and still not a missus to his name—while decent women round here can’t get a man to look up from his pint. Makes you wonder what he’s really after.”

      The words land like grit between teeth. I feel them scrape. This is why I keep distance. Why I don’t stand too close, don’t touch Leo’s hand in public. The village can be warm, but it can also be like a shingle beach at low tide—beautiful, unforgiving, and you can cut yourself on it without anyone even noticing you’re bleeding.

      Ned nods, conciliatory, voice lowered.

      “Not yet a done-deal, so I heard. Maybe you can talk him round.”

      “Maybe a bottle’ll help, eh?” Bill laughs, harsh, and lifts the rum a fraction higher, reverent as a man holding a relic. “This stuff hardens your spine. Makes a real man.”

      Then he spots me. His eyes light with mischief, the sort that comes from having an audience and a sharp stick to poke them with.

      “Here we are,” Bill says. “Another man in need of Black-Tooth.”

      I lift my hands. Light. Casual.

      “Can’t,” I say. “Turns my skull inside out. Occupational hazard.”

      “Journalist,” Bill mutters, as if that explains everything wrong with the modern world.

      I don’t stay to hear more. The bunting flaps. The sea breathes. Over by the scones, Leo is laughing at something a child’s said, flour on his cheek like a thumbprint.

      I walk away from the green, the fête noise thinning behind me, and tell myself—again—that I’m only being careful.

      Careful is not the same as afraid.

      I hope.
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      Later that afternoon…

      If you do something often enough, it stops being a choice and becomes one more thing you tell yourself is perfectly reasonable.

      I walk past Drift as if I’ve merely happened to be in the vicinity. The truth, unfortunately, is that ever since I came back to Treggan Bay I’ve been quietly structuring my days around the possibility of bumping into one man with copper hair and eyes that light up when they land on you… which is how I discover, with mild professional embarrassment, that I am a hopeless case of my own making.

      The café sits there, pinned to the cliff—whitewashed frontage, salt-faded sign, windows that drink in the sea, the Watchman Tower poking the sky. Leo’s patch. Leo’s kingdom. The coast path runs close enough that, on a normal day, you can catch the perfume of espresso and warm pastry on the wind and briefly convince yourself this is all a man really needs.

      Today the windows are blind. The chairs are stacked. The door is shut.

      Of course it is. He’s at the fête—being adored by half the village and feeding the other half. I saw him earlier behind a trestle table, sleeves shoved up, grin flashing like a pocket torch, saying Right then, love, jam or cream first? to complete strangers with the easy intimacy of someone who’s never met a person he couldn’t immediately belong to.

      Which is, I tell myself stiffly, one of his better qualities.

      I keep walking, because that’s what you do when you’re supposedly emotionally mature: you stroll past your… brother’s café without pausing like a widower at a gravestone. My battered Seiko ticks on my wrist, indifferent. I’m briefly jealous of it.

      The coast path drops away in front of me, ribboning along the cliff. The sea hugs tight to the shore today—grey-green, restless, combing itself against the rocks. The wind tastes of salt and kelp and last night’s rain. Somewhere down the bay, gulls heckle each other over a chip wrapper like they’re in Parliament.

      I amble down, feet finding the familiar route towards the Bleeding Gull.

      The pub perches at the top of the shingle like an old seabird that’s refused to migrate. A wooden deck juts out over the stones, planks weathered smooth by decades of wet boots and sunburnt elbows. In summer, it’s positively heaving—holidaymakers in loud shirts, children sticky with ice cream, dads determined to prove they can still drink like they’re twenty-two.

      Now, at three on Sunday afternoon, it’s quiet enough to hear the building settling.

      Inside, the air changes—less salt, more old ale and furniture polish. The place is empty. Not a single customer. The kind of emptiness that makes you feel as though you should apologise for arriving and disturbing it.

      Behind the bar, Shirl is polishing a glass with the solemn focus of a priest preparing communion. She’s doing it out of habit rather than necessity; the glass already gleams like it’s auditioning for a catalogue. Her face suggests she’s considering whether boredom is technically a criminal offence.

      “Afternoon,” I say.

      Shirl’s eyes lift to me, slow and bright. “Well, if it ain’t London come slumming again.”

      “I do my best. Are you not joining the fête?”

      She snorts, a sound that could curdle milk. “Me? Close the Gull for bunting and nonsense? I don’t shut these doors unless the law tells me to. Or the roof comes off, and even then I’d likely serve through the gap.”

      “That’s commitment.”

      “That’s business, love. Fête don’t pay my rates.” She sets the glass down, immediately picks up another, because apparently she’s decided to polish her way into enlightenment. “Twins are up there, mind. Doing our bit. One of ’em’s on raffle, other’s on tea. Or t’other way round. Can’t keep track.”

      I slide onto a bar stool. The wood is cool under my palms. It smells faintly of last summer.

      “I saw Bill won your bottle,” I say.

      Shirl’s mouth quirks. “Bill always wins the bottle. Fifteen years and counting. Undefeated champion, that one.”

      “He can’t walk straight,” I say.

      “He can’t stand straight.” She leans her elbows on the bar, pleased as punch to recount it. “But give him darts and he throws like he’s posting a letter. Never looks at the board neither. Just—” She flicks her fingers in a lazy mime of release. “—bang. Bulls-eye. Makes you sick.”

      “I’ve never had that effect on anyone,” I say. “My darts tend to land with the dignity of a wounded pigeon.”

      “That’s generous,” Shirl says. “Pigeons at least know where they’re goin’.”

      “Why, thank you.”

      Her gaze drifts over me, takes inventory in the way locals do—where you’ve been, who you’ve spoken to, whether you look like a man who’s eaten properly. “So why ain’t you at the fête, then? Thought you’d be up there with the rest, stuffing your face and pretending you ain’t enjoying it.”

      “I went,” I say. “I did the circuit. I ate everything that could be eaten.”

      “Everything?”

      “Everything,” I confirm, grimly. “Including a suspiciously enthusiastic helping of faggots and peas, and something someone called ‘hog’s pudding bites’ that tasted like a dare.”

      Shirl laughs, a sharp little bark. “That’ll put hairs on your chest.”

      “I’m fairly sure it put hairs on my tongue.”

      She gives me a look that says welcome to Devon. “Treggan Bay takes our fête serious. Everyone shows up like it’s judgement day. You don’t attend, folk start wonderin’ if you’re dead or sulking.”

      “Maybe I’m both.”

      “Not dead,” she says. “You’re talking. Dead men are better listeners.”

      “I’m not sulking.” I spread my hands. “I’m only here because Leo’s⁠—”

      I stop myself neatly before I say not here with the sort of ache that would make me sound like a ballad.

      Shirl’s eyebrows lift, and her smirk says she hears the unspoken anyway.

      “Well. It’s just me in here today,” she says, as if that explains everything and nothing. She leans in a fraction. “But I might be able to fix you something… proper special. Pheasant casserole in cider. Slow-braised. Onions, carrots, celery. Bit of apple. Thyme. Family recipe.”

      “That sounds delightful,” I say. “To be honest, at this point I’m open to anything that isn’t legally classified as a pudding.”

      She snorts. “Oh, it’s definitely criminal, just not because it’s a pudding.” She gives the bar a brisk slap with her cloth, sealing the matter. “Sit tight.”

      She disappears through the back door.

      The pub breathes around me. Quiet. The faint creak of timbers. The dull hush of the sea outside.

      Then—thud.

      Not the gentle sort of sound you expect from a kitchen. More like… wood on wood. Followed by another, softer thump.

      I turn my head. Listen.

      Another muffled thud, from deeper inside the building, beyond the bar, past the corridor where the walls wear framed photos of fishing boats and sunburnt tourists from years ago.

      I stand, because apparently I’m incapable of minding my own business. It’s practically my job description, even on sabbatical.

      The inner room is cooler, gloomier—curtains half-drawn, daylight reduced to a pale smear. The hearth sits cold and black, the fire laid but unlit. There’s the dart board on the far wall, ringed by scuffed wood where aim has gone to die.

      A man stands in front of it.

      Big. Broad shoulders filling his army wool jumper like it was knitted around him. Black hair and beard shot through with white, not neatly distinguished but streaking, as if the years have simply grabbed handfuls and dragged their fingers through. His stance is loose, easy. He looks utterly bored—expressionless in the way some people look when they’re thinking hard or feeling nothing at all.

      He draws back his arm.

      Thud.

      A dart bites into the board.

      I clear my throat.

      “Afternoon,” I say. “Mind if I join?”

      The man turns his head just enough to give me a glance—quick, flat, like I’m a stain on a window.

      He doesn’t answer.

      Instead, he reaches for another dart, lifts it, and throws without even facing the board.

      Thud.

      Then he turns away, drains his pint, picks up a hunting jacket from a chair, and walks past me. The door opens. A gust of salt air sweeps in. Then he’s gone.

      I stand there a moment, staring at the space he’s left behind.

      “Well. Charming,” I mutter.

      It ought to be basic etiquette, I think—a sort of human Geneva Convention—that if a stranger asks to play darts, you at least grunt in acknowledgement. Even if said stranger is clearly the kind of man who’d miss the board and impale a commemorative plate. Participation is the point. Community. Sport. Humiliation shared equally.

      I step up to the board.

      My eyes find the last dart.

      It’s dead centre. Bulls-eye.

      I pluck it out. The metal comes free with a reluctant little tick, and I realise how deep it’s sunk—buried like it’s been thrown with quiet fury rather than boredom.

      I turn the dart over in my hand. Solid. Weighty. An everyday pub thing, smoothed by years of other people’s fingers. Nothing special at all—until someone like that puts it to work, and it stops being a game and starts feeling like a weapon.

      A thought slides in, unwelcome and precise: that man could challenge Lugger Bill for the bottle.
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      Later still…

      By four o’clock I’m parked at the bar like a misplaced coat—still technically useful, mostly ignored. My third pint of Tribute sits under my hand, sweating politely onto a ring of damp, while the radio mutters its way through the afternoon news.

      I’ve got my notebook open, pen drifting in lazy loops that pretend to be ideas. Mostly it’s just boxes, arrows, and the occasional crab when my mind skitters seawards. Occupational hazard: give a journalist quiet and he’ll start inventing headlines for his own despair.

      On the radio, some crisp-voiced presenter is talking money.

      “…further signs the Republic’s economic upturn is gathering pace. Analysts say inward investment remains strong, exports are rising, and unemployment continues to fall. With growth forecasts still being revised upwards, ministers are calling it a new confidence—some even dubbing it the ‘Celtic Tiger’. Critics warn of overheating and inequality, but for now the outlook appears⁠—”

      “—rosy,” I murmur into my pint. The sort of rosy that never seems to reach places like Treggan Bay, unless it’s painted on a B&B sign.

      The pub is still dead quiet. Somewhere out the back, Shirl is clanking plates with the purposeful violence of someone who enjoys tidying only when it gives her an excuse to be cross about it—cupboards being shown who’s in charge, cutlery rattled into submission.

      The door opens behind me.

      I don’t turn. The sea’s out there, wind biting and blustery, shouldering itself against the walls like it wants in. The radio’s in here, keeping me just interested enough, and I’m doing a very good impression of a man who isn’t waiting for anything at all.

      Boots clack on the boards.

      “Mate,” a voice says—bright, local, amused—“what’re you doing down here, then? Hiding from the bunting?”

      I glance over my shoulder.

      Scott Langdon stands in front of the doorway, sunlight behind him, hair mussed like he’s just been attacked by the gulls. No uniform—just a jumper and jeans and the sort of relaxed posture that suggests he’s trying to be off duty, even if his spine hasn’t had the memo.

      “Sergeant,” I say. “I thought you lot were issued a siren and a sense of urgency at birth.”

      He grins and slips onto the stool beside me. “Leave it out. I’m on me day off.”

      “You have those?”

      “Allegedly.” He signals towards the bar. “Pint, Shirl!”

      No reply, but a cupboard door slams somewhere in the depths, which I take as confirmation of service.

      Scott leans an elbow on the counter. “So. What’re you doing down here?”

      “Nursing my drinking problem,” I say, tapping the pint. “And my notebook. They’re both terminal.”

      Scott snorts. “You not at the fête?”

      “I went. Came here to recover in a controlled environment.”

      “Fair.” He drags a hand down his face. “I was meant to meet someone up there.”

      “At the fête?”

      “Yeah.” He pulls a face like he’s been asked to lick the floor. “But I’ve just come from a meeting with the Inspector.” He rolls his eyes. “He’s got a way of making you feel like you’ve personally disappointed the concept of policing. After that, I couldn’t face the… I dunno. The competitive merriment of the fête. So I texted my mate to meet me down here instead.”

      “You’re missing jam-and-cream diplomacy for a pint in an empty pub,” I say. “You’re a brave man.”

      Scott shrugs. “I’m a tired man.”

      The door opens again.

      Scott tilts his head. “Speaking of the devil.”

      Footsteps—fast, slightly clumsy, like someone’s been launched downhill and is only now negotiating gravity. Ned bursts in with his cheeks pink, hair wind-tossed, laughing as if the world has just told him a joke.

      “Christ—” he pants, bending with his hands on his knees for a moment. “Who decided it was a good idea to put a pub at the bottom of a cliff?”

      There’s a loud bang from the kitchen—something metallic meeting a hard surface with feeling.

      Ned lets out a breathless laugh. “Even the landlady agrees.”

      Scott beams. “Well, you made it. Thought you were tied up in the bunting.”

      Ned straightens and swats Scott’s shoulder. “I escaped. I was trapped between the coconut shy and Mrs Trevellick’s chutney stall. It was like a hostage situation, but with jars.”

      His eyes flick to me. “Hello, mate. You’re… you’re that bloke. I saw you at the fête.”

      I blink. “Did you?”

      “Yeah,” Ned says, still catching his breath, grin easy. “Tall. Broody. Looked like you were calculating exit routes.”

      Broody?

      Still, I’m surprised. The fête had been packed—full of faces and noise and community spirit that could bludgeon a man.

      Scott hooks a thumb at me. “Noah. Noah Yalland. He’s staying about. Noah—this is Ned.”

      Ned offers a hand. His grip is warm, confident. A flash of stainless steel shows at his wrist before it disappears again beneath the cuff of a well-worn rugby jumper—a Rolex Datejust, unmistakable even half-hidden, doing its level best to pass for modest. City polish, softened by a coastal suntan, as if he’s been trying on a different version of himself for the weekend and hoping no one looks too closely.

      “How d’you two know each other?” I ask, and my brain supplies the unspoken: Because Ned looks like he belongs in a catalogue for old money, and you—Scott—look like you’d arrest that catalogue for loitering.

      Scott laughs. “Lifeguarding.”

      “Sorry?”

      “I used to work down on the beach summers,” Scott says. “Back when I was younger and had knees. Ned used to volunteer.”

      Ned groans theatrically. “Don’t.”

      Scott points at him, delighted. “Useless as a guard, he was. Couldn’t sprint, couldn’t swim fast, threatened to dislocate a shoulder putting up the flags⁠—”

      “I could swim,” Ned protests.

      “Not with urgency,” Scott says. “But—” and here his voice shifts, softer under the teasing, “—you could always rely on him for barking at the kids. Like a headmaster in shorts. ‘Oi! No runnin’! Don’t you dare go past the marker!’ Proper took it serious.”

      Ned’s grin slips into something sheepish. “Someone had to.”

      “So what are you doing now?” I ask Ned. “When you’re not terrorising children into water safety.”

      Ned takes the empty stool on Scott’s other side, then hesitates—perched there like a man weighing how much truth a pub can hold before five o’clock, when honesty is still technically sober.

      “Same thing I’ve been doing for the last ten years,” he says. “Earning more money for people who already have too much money.”

      I frown. “That’s… vague.”

      He gives me a look of apologetic amusement. “I’m a trader.”

      “Ah.”

      “In Dublin. Irish Stock Exchange,” he adds, then can’t help himself; his eyes brighten with the kind of excitement that sounds like the radio but comes from a human mouth. “It’s—honestly—it’s mad at the moment. Everyone’s piling in. There’s this sense the country’s… I don’t know. Finally waking up. Companies expanding, investment everywhere. It’s bullish. Like the whole place has decided to run instead of walk.”

      “That sounds like a good time to be in the job,” I say.

      “Yeah,” Ned replies, but it lands a fraction too slow. The word sits on his tongue as if it doesn’t quite belong there.

      Scott clocks it immediately, because of course he does.

      “In that case,” he says, “how come you’re down here and not up there throwing sponges at a vicar?”

      Ned exhales and stares at the bar as if it might offer a better answer than he can.

      “Because,” he says, voice quieter now, “I’m not sure what I’m doing. Everything’s going really well and—” He gives a small, helpless shrug. “I keep thinking… what’s it all for?”

      The pub seems to hush around that sentence. Even the radio sounds more distant, as if it’s politely giving us space.

      I take a sip of Tribute. The bitterness sits on my tongue, familiar as an old doubt.

      “I get that,” I say.

      It’s the simplest truth I’ve said all day.

      Scott looks between us, eyebrows lifted, and for a moment his grin falls away into something more careful—like he’s realising this isn’t just a pint and a dodge from bunting.

      I sit there with my useless notebook and my pint, while outside the world is busy arguing rules—jam first or cream first. In here, three men in an empty pub quietly admit we haven’t got a clue.

      

      Shirl hasn’t reappeared since the pheasant casserole, which is unusual—she normally keeps a close watch on her kingdom. With no other customers all afternoon, though, she leaves us to it. The taps are unattended, and between the three of us we adopt them with the quiet entitlement of men who assume this is how pubs work.

      By half-five we’ve drifted—inevitably—into the back room, drawn by the dartboard like moths with limited ambition. Pints line the ledge beneath it, rings blooming on the wood.

      Scott squares his shoulders, narrows his eyes, and throws with the solemnity of a man defusing a bomb, as if one wrong move might take out the entire Bleeding Gull.

      The dart lands with a dull thud—in the wood beside the board.

      Ned lets out a laugh that’s half delight, half relief it wasn’t him. “Mate, aren’t you trained in shooting?”

      “Yeah,” Scott says, reaching for another dart. “With a gun.”

      “And?”

      “And just because I can fire a gun doesn’t mean I know what to do with a tiny metal toothpick in a pub.” He flicks his wrist again. The dart hits the outer ring. “Different art, innit.”

      My first throw skims the board like it’s trying not to be seen with me. Ned’s manages to land in the correct postcode but looks surprised about it. We take turns being terrible, offering each other sympathy that’s mostly disguised as abuse.

      Outside, the light shifts. The day begins to fold itself away, the sun lowering behind the headland and painting the sea in tarnished copper.

      I glance towards the windows, where the world has gone honeyed and thin. “What time does the fête finish?”

      “Probably about now,” Ned says, retrieving a dart from the floor with a sigh. “Rita always manages to keep people there until the light’s gone.”

      Scott snorts. “Last year she had ’em drinking till they couldn’t stand straight, just waiting for sunset like it were a royal appearance.”

      Ned nods. “That’s Rita. She could make you stay for your own funeral.”

      We give up on darts—mutual surrender—and step out into the cooling air. The pub behind us is warm wood and stale laughter, but the path ahead smells of salt and damp grass, the sort of clean that makes you notice the ache in your limbs.

      We start up the coast path towards Treggan Bay, the village lights beginning to wink on one by one.

      Ned walks with an easy stride that doesn’t match the money he wears, hands shoved in his pockets, head tipping as he talks.

      “I didn’t see Uncle Albert up at the fête earlier,” he says. “Thought he’d be there, lurking near the cider. I’m going up to Torre for a quick drink—make sure he’s still alive. Come with me.”

      Scott groans, but it’s the groan of someone already being dragged into it. “A quick drink at Torre,” he repeats. “That’s like saying you’ll have a quick word with Rita Gubb.”

      Ned grins, all mischief and momentum. “Come on. He’s got half a cabinet of things he’s not meant to touch any more. Doctor’s orders.” He claps Scott on the shoulder. “Someone’s got to help him finish it before it goes to waste.”

      Scott looks at me as if asking for rescue.

      I lift my hands. “I’ve got a prior engagement with… village life.” Translation: I’m walking back towards the green because that’s where Leo is, and I lack the mental stamina to pretend otherwise.

      Scott points at me. “You’re a smarter man than me, mate.”

      We split at the bend: Ned and Scott climbing up the lane towards the manor, me following the path as it curves back towards the heart of Treggan Bay.

      Old Liddy rises ahead—a bell tower and the church of St Lydiana looming over the green like a stern aunt keeping watch. Its stone catches the last light, edges turning amber before the dusk steals it back.

      The green itself is still busy in the dying way of an event that refuses to admit it’s over. Lanterns sway. Folding chairs clatter. People linger in clusters, holding cups with the stubbornness of those who know tomorrow will be ordinary.

      Rita stands at the gate—arms folded, posture planted—personally policing the concept of leaving. She speaks to each group as they drift towards the lanes, somehow turning goodbyes into negotiations.

      I thread in, dodging a stack of bunting and a child wielding a balloon like a flail.

      And there—near the trestle tables—is Leo.

      He’s packing up with the neat efficiency of someone who’s done it a hundred times. Trays are stacked. Bowls are scraped clean. He’s saying goodnights in that warm voice—the one that makes strangers feel like they’ve been invited to stay. Or at least, that’s what it does to me when he says it.

      I approach, and without looking up he shifts his hands around the table, making room—like he’s always known where I fit in the frame.

      I take the other end. The table’s heavier than it looks, and my shoulder lodges a formal complaint about the return of manual labour.

      Leo glances at me, and his smile is quick—soft at the edges, private enough to make me feel both seen and exposed. He doesn’t comment on the fact I’ve been absent all afternoon. He doesn’t make me explain myself.

      Which is generous of him. And infuriating, in a way only kindness can be.

      “All right, love?” he says, as if I’ve only been gone five minutes and not a lifetime.

      “All right,” I manage, because my vocabulary dissolves around him like sugar in tea.

      We carry the table together. Our fingers don’t touch—not properly—not with people everywhere. We are careful in the way you become careful after you’ve heard enough jokes, enough pointed silences, enough laughter that isn’t meant to be cruel but manages it anyway.

      Leo’s gaze flicks over the green. “Bill won the darts, then. Got his bottle and vanished with it like every year.”

      “Shirl said he’s an undefeated champion,” I say.

      “He is.” Leo shakes his head, amused. “Miracle he ain’t been found at the bottom of the cliff the morning after. That’s what Black-Tooth does to you. Turns your legs to string and your judgement to soup.”

      “Sounds festive.”

      Leo’s smile tugs, then fades slightly, like he’s about to say something else and chooses not to. He keeps his eyes on the work instead—on ropes, crates, trays—anything practical. I do the same.

      When the last of the tables are folded, Leo jogs to the edge of the green where his sea-green Citroën Berlingo is parked. He reverses with a deftness that suggests the van is an extension of his body, tyres crunching softly on the grass verge.

      We load everything—stacked trays, empty bowls, a battered urn, a box of napkins that smells faintly of cinnamon.

      My mobile rings. A sudden electronic insistence cutting through the murmur of leaving and the clink of bottles.

      I fish it from my pocket and glance at the screen.

      Scott.

      I step a little away from the van.

      “All right, mate?” I say.

      Scott’s voice comes down the line thin and strained, breathy as if he’s been running. “Noah. You need to come to Torre. Now.”

      I frown. “I’m helping Leo unload. I’ll be up after⁠—”

      “No.” The word snaps, sharp enough to make my stomach tighten. “Not after. Now. And—” He drags in a breath. “Don’t tell anyone.”

      My mouth goes dry. “Scott, what’s happened?”

      There’s a pause. Small. Awful. The sort that stretches thin over a phone line and lets things leak through. In that silence, I hear it—a sound not meant for me. A muffled whimper, broken, involuntary.

      Not Scott.

      Ned.

      There’s a sudden bang—wood on wood, sharp enough to make me flinch. A door, slammed hard. Scott’s voice tears away from the receiver.

      “Ned!”

      Then, closer to the phone, raw with frustration: “Shit.”

      When he comes back to me his voice has dropped, stripped of everything but urgency. “Just… come. Now.”

      Behind me, the green carries on with its cheerful chaos—people laughing, Rita corralling stragglers, the last of the light slowly sinking into the sea like it has all the time in the world.

      In my ear, the phone hums with panic.

      I run.
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      Sunday evening

      I run back to Saltwind with my lungs rasping like badly tuned bellows, fling myself into the Escort, and yank the door shut on the night. The engine catches on the second turn. I drive.

      Past the parish hall—dark now, noticeboard pale against the stone. Up the hill. Maurice’s cottage slides by on my left. A kitchen light blinks on, sudden and domestic. I glimpse him moving about inside, kettle-shoulders and careful hands. I don’t stop. Keep the wheel straight. Keep going.

      The lane narrows, hedges leaning in, and then it ends dead against a stone fence—thick and lichen-bitten. Torre Manor. The metal gate is shut. I pull in on the verge, tyres crunching grit.

      There’s a public footpath here, the sort Devon does without fuss: a trodden strip of earth worn pale by boots and dogs, edged with nettle and cow parsley, divided from the estate by a low timber rail you could step over without breaking stride. I do exactly that. One hand on the post, leg over, coat snagging. I’m across and running.

      Torre calls itself a manor, but it’s really an old working estate—no grand sweep, no pretence. Practical bones. A house that’s been lived in rather than admired. Most of it is dark. One downstairs room glows weakly, like a tired eye refusing to close.

      I sprint the last stretch⁠—

      —and hear it.

      A low, wet straining sound. Someone retching hard enough to hurt. An incoherent cry that tears itself short. It comes from the old stable block adjacent to the house, shapes barely there against the darker dark.

      “Ned?” My voice goes thin.

      Before I can move towards him, I hear Scott.

      He’s by the porch, half-turned away, phone pressed hard to his ear. His shoulders are tight, voice pitched low and furious.

      “—yes, dead. I’m telling you, there’s no doubt about it.”

      A pause. He rubs his face with the heel of his hand.

      “No, not unconscious. Deceased. Stone cold.”

      Another pause, longer.

      “I need a forensic out here. And an ambulance.”

      He exhales sharply. “For the witness. His nephew. He’s in shock.”

      Silence, then⁠—

      “I don’t care. This is urgent. I’m alone at the scene.”

      A beat. His jaw clenches.

      “So what am I meant to do, then? Leave it?”

      “Right. Fine. Just—do what you can.”

      He ends the call as he hears me, head snapping round.

      “Noah.” Relief loosens his face like a knot giving way. “Thank God.”

      I stop a pace from him, heart banging, words queueing uselessly behind my teeth. “What’s happened?”

      “It’s Ned.” He nods towards the stable, keeping his body between me and the house. “We found his uncle. Inside.” Scott swallows. “I got him straight out. Told him not to touch anything. He hasn’t—but he’s spiralling. I’ve never seen someone come apart that fast.”

      Another sound from the dark. Ned again, gagging, boots scraping stone.

      “There’s no one left at the station,” Scott goes on, frustration roughening his voice. “And the surgery’s got no ambulance free. Forensic can’t get here for hours. I can’t leave the scene, Noah.”

      I glance towards the stable. The smell hits me then—sour panic, old hay, something coppery underneath.

      “I’ll take him,” I say. It comes out steadier than I feel. “Kingsbridge surgery. I’ll get him seen.”

      Scott nods.

      “Thanks, mate.” He scrubs a hand through his hair. “Just—keep him talking. Don’t let him bolt.”

      I head for the stable, heart still racing, already rehearsing a calm I don’t entirely possess.

      The big double doors loom ahead, one half left ajar. Light spills in unevenly. Just inside, where it thins and falters, Ned is on the floor with his back against the stone, folded in on himself—knees drawn up, arms hanging slack between them, as if they’ve forgotten what they’re meant to do.

      “Ned.”

      He flinches at his name. Then he shifts, small and cautious, edging towards the open door. Inch by inch he moves until the lantern light from outside finds him properly, lifting him out of shadow. His face looks too young in the glow, eyes wet and unfocused, like someone caught halfway between hiding and being found.

      “Come on,” I say gently.

      I take him by the forearm and help him up. He’s lighter than I expect, or maybe he’s just not resisting. He follows without a word, unsteady but obedient as a child who’s learned that making decisions is too much effort.

      Outside, the night feels colder. Scott stands on the porch, shoulders squared, trying to look like the sort of man who has everything under control. He lifts a hand in a brief wave. Ned looks at him—face pale, eyes raw—then turns away and keeps walking. Scott lets us go without comment.

      In the car, I drive carefully, the Escort’s engine humming like it knows this isn’t the time for theatrics. I keep half an eye on Ned. He stares straight ahead, breathing still shallow but now even. As we leave Treggan Bay behind, something in him loosens. Not relief. Just distance. The colour doesn’t come back to his face.
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