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      This story blends a contemporary village mystery with a gentle, slow-burn M/M romance.

      The investigation involves the discovery of skeletal remains, peril around the sea and cliffs, and references to historical gunfire; these elements are presented without graphic detail. A few minor injuries and break-ins occur on the page.

      Language is mild. Intimacy stays closed-door: kissing and sensual tension are shown, while sexual activity is implied rather than depicted.

      Themes of family secrets, past mistakes, and community loyalties are explored with care.

      Readers seeking an atmospheric coastal setting, character-driven stakes, and suspense that prioritizes mood over shock should feel comfortable here.
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      FRIDAY AFTERNOON

      The storm has exhausted itself by morning, yet Treggan Beach still seethes with after-shocks. Waves bruise the shingle, shoving up twisted wrack-weed, splintered lobster pots and a lone yellow bucket that bumps along like a lost chick. I follow the coast path, boots hissing on wet gravel, idly skimming loose stones back to the sea.

      Above me, the village clings to the cliff top—rows of slate roofs, whitewashed walls and aerials bent double by the gale—watching the shore in the sharp, forgiving light of early afternoon.

      At the base of the cliff the Bleeding Gull huddles, storm-boards nailed across its windows, refusing even the gentlest sunlight. Brooding over it rises the Hollow Eye Lighthouse—weather-stained stone stacked to the sky, streaked with rusted tear-lines—its lantern room a hollow pupil cut from the night. Fix your gaze there for more than a heartbeat, and the darkness seems to gaze straight back.

      Shirl—landlady, matriarch, and unofficial coast-guard—is already shouting at her twin sons.

      “Come on, my lovers, shift those ruddy shutters afore another squall blows through! D’you want folk drinking by candlelight? I’m fresh out of romance!”

      The boys—both built like barn doors, neither blessed with a sense of urgency—grunt and heave at the warped planks. Shirl brandishes a paint-flecked broom with the authority of Neptune’s trident.

      I duck beneath her arm. “Afternoon, Shirl. Ready for the weekend onslaught?”

      She snorts. “Onslaught? You seen what that sea did last night, Noah boy? Shingle up to the window-ledges, salt spray clogging me vents, half the patio clear gone to Brittany. But yes”—she flashes a grin—“kettle’s on, barrels primed, and we’ve mopped the floor thrice for luck.”

      “Some storm,” I say, brushing grit from my sleeve. “Spring tide lashed to a deep Atlantic low—perfect recipe for mischief.”

      “—and we’re left to pick up the pieces.” She leans on her broom, gaze drifting to the lighthouse. “Dad near bankrupted himself building this place in fifty-three, all because that tower ‘spoke’ to him. Said lonely stretches breed thirsty souls.” A dry chuckle. “Back then the only folk skulking round here were wreckers and smugglers. Some say they still are.”

      The path crunches behind me; Scott Langdon, freshly exonerated detective and eternal optimist, strides across the car park, rosy with victory.

      “Alright, mate!” He waves a letter. “Senior brass say I keep the badge. Drinks on the Crown this arvo.”

      Shirl arches a brow. “Badge or no, you’ll pay in coin like the rest. Door’ll be open soon as these two heft their backsides.”

      Scott laughs, claps me on the shoulder, and lowers his voice. “Your journo friend—Ashford, that’s her—what a storm herself. One minute carving Eileen Thorne into ribbons, next minute painting her as a tragic heroine.”

      “Journalism loves a pendulum.” My smile is automatic; the familiar sting behind it is not. “Truth rarely walks a straight line. Issey just sketches the swings.”

      He doesn’t spot the hairline fracture running through my grin—thin as newsprint yet widening by the day. My career lies flash-frozen in some back-of-house freezer at the Chronicle, labelled Thaw date unknown—handle with care.

      Do I still possess the bite needed to worry a lead until it squeals, or have years of deadlines and damage-control numbed my teeth? Each scoop once felt like lighting a candle in a blackout; lately it feels more like striking a match over a leaking petrol tank, never sure whose life the flames will singe first. Truth is a slippery beast—I’ve spent half my life chasing it through alleyways and committee rooms, only to find it sometimes bites back. And so I hover, pen poised yet hesitant, wondering whether the next exposé will set things right or simply add another scar to the ledger.

      The Seiko on my wrist ticks, as though impatient for me to decide.
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        * * *

      

      By the time the shutters come off, timid sunlight has broken the cloud bank. The surf hushes, suddenly well-behaved, and families drift onto the beach: toddlers testing puddles, pensioners in sensible macs, lovers folding windbreaks like origami. Offshore, a solitary rowing boat bobbles, low in the water, paint blistered the colour of dried blood.

      Scott returns with two pints and a bowl of mixed nuts. I prod a peanut, half listening to the soft clatter of the shingle. Ordinary people, ordinary Friday, ordinary tide coming in to rinse away the night. It ought to content me. Instead, my bones itch.

      A shriek knifes across the terrace.

      Glasses rattle; gulls erupt from the roof. Scott is moving before I register the sound. Instinct yanks me after him, through the doorway and onto the sun-dazzled patio. Down on the shore, figures dart like disturbed ants around that battered boat. Some swim towards it, others thrash away. Human nature: half curiosity, half flight.

      I vault the rail, hit the shingles hard, sprint. Salt whips my face; the Seiko stings my wrist. Scott bellows for the onlookers to stay back, carving a perimeter in the stones with a driftwood branch.

      I zoom past him, charging into the shallows, diving under a cold blade of water. Closer now, I see the boat lists awkwardly, stripped of oars, a single rope trailing. I seize it. The rope crumbles in my fist—hemp gone mushy with age. I thrash harder, water ice-cold, and surface beside the gunwale.

      Something is inside. Something heavy, and terribly still.

      I duck beneath the stern, jam my shoulder against the sodden planks, and heave. The ebbing wave claws at my calves, dragging the hull seaward with a gravelly hiss, but I grind my boots into the shingle and shove harder. Each retreat tugs the boat back like a stubborn dog on a lead; each surge of my muscles steals another grudging half-metre. Scott splashes in beside me, grabs the gunwale, and together we wrestle the craft clear of the sucking undertow, hauling it to safety before the sea can snatch it again.

      “Back, all of you! Scene of crime,” Scott shouts.

      Panting, I lean over the thwart.

      A waterproof jacket, once black perhaps, now algae-stained green, cocoons a form reduced almost to framework. Ribs arch like broken umbrella struts; finger-bones fold tidily over the chest. The skull lolls, jaw slack, as though amused by our horror. Seaweed threads the eye sockets.

      For a breath I am thirteen and back at my mother’s funeral, remembering the polished oak lid and the awful finality of nails tapping home. I blink, present returns. The Hollow Eye tower looms behind us, its blank aperture staring down.

      Who trussed this relic so neatly? Who cut the rope then let tide and storm carry the secret ashore? And why here, on a beach once prowled by wreckers beneath a blind lighthouse?

      The ordinary afternoon fractures. Nothing on Treggan Beach will ever feel quite ordinary again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Stirring Up Old Ghosts

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      SATURDAY MORNING

      Summer dawn. The clouds hang low and thick, iron-pressed and unyielding. No birdsong. No breeze. Just a watchful stillness, as if the morning itself is withholding judgement—waiting to see which way the day intends to turn.

      I step out into the back garden of Saltwind cottage. It slopes gently down towards the sea—the view unspooling endlessly, like a grey silk ribbon tossed towards the horizon. On three sides, the garden is hemmed in by a thick Devon hedge, all bramble and honeysuckle. It’s all too neat for someone like me, though I’d sooner blame philosophy than laziness. Truth is, I’m the sort of man who considers a pile of unsorted laundry a personality trait.

      Eileen’s clearly laboured over this patch. The lawn’s obedient, trimmed close as a naval haircut. The flowerbeds are boxed in with curved stones that look ancient—possibly older than Maurice Gubb. Sweet peas clamber along the trellis in a soft, fluttering parade of pink, delicate against the sulking grey sky.

      At the very end stands an apple tree—bowed and cantankerous, but heavy with promise. Beneath it, the compost heap steams like a dragon with a toothache.

      I sigh. It’s got to be done.

      Sleeves rolled. Boots on. I march towards it, pitchfork in hand like some tragic Arthurian figure, except instead of vanquishing evil, I’m rearranging potato peel and garden clippings.

      This is what I’ve chosen. No headlines. No deadlines. Just… this. Compost.

      There’s something philosophical about it, I suppose, as I dig the tines into the warm mass. Compost is faith in disguise. A slow gamble. You heap together all the things you think are finished with—peelings, stale crusts, pages torn from the past, choices made with a shaky hand—and hope that, given enough time and attention, they’ll turn into something that can nourish. Something good.

      But it’s delicate, like most second chances. Stir too early and it reeks. Leave it too long and it festers. Yet let it sit untouched and it might sour the whole bed. So I turn it. I fumble. My shoulder gives a warning ache—left side, always the left—and the pitchfork slips sideways, nearly toppling me into the heap. That would be poetic, wouldn’t it? Found dead in Devon, suffocated by turnip tops and metaphor.

      I right myself. Carry on.

      That’ll do.

      I find the old tarp in the shed—smells of must and old engine oil—drag it over the mound and weigh it down with three generous stones. A little ceremonial, like tucking in the dead.

      From the back garden, the sea churns and rumbles, a distant animal stirring in its den. I lean on the pitchfork, catching my breath. Looks like the worst of it will pass us by today. Or so I tell myself. The wind stirs, lifting the sharp scent of rosemary and mint from the herb bed, lacing it with salt and something deeper still—earthy, metallic—the quiet warning that rain isn’t far off.
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        * * *

      

      The sun tries—God love it—but the clouds won’t budge. A smear of light leaks through the edges, and I take the coast path east, through the gate, past the hawthorn, my boots kicking up the damp.

      Saltwind cottage has been mine for a week now. Not just a bolthole for long weekends. No—moved in, as in changed the address with the bank, redirected the post, and confused the gas company into thinking I now reside in a dwelling last updated sometime around the invention of the toaster.

      There’s even a shoebox on the kitchen shelf labelled ‘Important Documents’, which contains, thrillingly, my NI card, a tax form from 1992, and a handwritten note from Leo that just says ‘You left this at the café, love’, attached to my library card. So yes—formally, this is home.

      Emotionally, it remains under review.

      Having said that, the place needs a small miracle. The gutters host a thriving moss society. The Aga is a cold, sullen lump. There’s a suspicious bulge in the hallway that either signals damp or a poltergeist. The kitchen tap whines every time I go near it. Still, the bones of it are good. And frankly, with Drift Café around the corner, I may never bother to turn the cooker on.

      As I round the bend in the path, I spot Maurice Gubb perched on his usual bench, gazing out towards the Hollow Eye Lighthouse, poised like a worn chess piece atop the distant headland. Just below the rocky outcrop, the Bleeding Gull sits shuttered and still—its windows dark, its sign creaking softly on the salt-laden wind. At this hour, even the gulls seem to be keeping to their roosts.

      Maurice is bundled into his thick fisherman’s jumper, collar turned up, a battered flask cradled in his lap like something sacred. He’s staring out to sea with a frown deep enough to lose coins in.

      The boat is gone now. So is Scott’s makeshift cordon—just a few branches and twine hastily dashed across the shingle, a stand-in for official tape. But something unsettled lingers in Maurice’s expression. A shift in his weather, as if some old storm has stirred in his bones again.

      “Morning,” I say, easing myself down beside him.

      He doesn’t look at me. “Heard you were there yesterday. Body in the boat.”

      So much for village discretion.

      “The news travels fast,” I say.

      “Usually, yes. But something like this? That’s a fast track—even quicker than Rita’s gossip circle, and she once had the vicar’s bunion surgery round the village before he was out of theatre.”

      Maurice cracks a dry laugh, short and hoarse, like a cough that gave up halfway. “Body washing up like that—it stirs up old ghosts.”

      I glance at him. “Happened before?”

      Something in me straightens at the question. The old reflex, still hungry. It’s the journalist in me—never quite retired, just crouched low, waiting.

      Maurice’s mouth pulls tight, like he’s just bitten into something bitter. His eyes stay fixed on the sea.

      “Some years after the war,” he says slowly, voice low, “there were things found near the lighthouse. The way the tide curls in, see. Brings in bits and bobs. Locals would go scavenging—buttons, broken pocket watches, sometimes a whole bottle of brandy if you were lucky. But one morning… a body. Just like this.”

      “What happened then?”

      Maurice gives a dry chuckle, all gravel and nerves. There’s no humour in it. His shoulders draw in as he turns his attention to his flask, unscrewing the cap like it gives him something to do with his hands.

      “Let’s not rake up old memory, boy.”

      But his silence says more than the words he’s offered. The way he avoids my eyes, the sudden stillness in his frame—it’s not forgetfulness. It’s choice. There’s more to that story, and he’d rather it stayed bottled up like the brandy some poor soul never made it home to drink.
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        * * *

      

      I leave Maurice to his thoughts and head uphill, boots crunching over the gravelled path. The sky has settled into a sulk. The wind pulls at my coat.

      Drift Café sits like the prow of a ship at the far end of the cobbled street that threads through Treggan Bay, its great glass window jutting out towards the sea, catching whatever light the morning can spare. The village is still half-asleep—chimneys yawning smoke, curtains drawn—but inside, Leo’s already moving.

      I catch him through the glass—hair mussed, shirt rumpled, face drawn in that quiet way people get when sleep’s been scarce and thoughts too loud. He’s wiping down the counter, slowly, absently, working the same patch over and over until the cloth’s worn sheen starts to show.

      It’s that sort of attention—or maybe distraction—that gives Drift its soft, frayed-edged charm. Like a place that lives as much in feeling as in fact. And this morning, Leo’s clearly somewhere else entirely.

      I stand outside a moment longer, watching him through the glass.

      Leo Petit. Possibly the only reason I’m dragging my heels on finishing the Saltwind kitchen. Possibly the reason I came back at all.

      And maybe—though I haven’t quite summoned the courage to stare that truth in the face—the half-brother I never knew I had. The birth registry says so, plain as ink.

      But paper isn’t flesh, and names don’t explain the ache in my chest when I see him like this—quiet, absorbed, the faint crease between his brows catching the early light.

      When I look at him, I feel something else entirely. A kind of pull. Not just blood. Not just memory. Something far messier. Something magnetic.

      He looks up, spots me. His entire face shifts—lights up like the clouds have parted. It does terrible things to my heart rate.

      By the time I open the door, he’s already behind the machine, pulling an espresso for me.

      “Doesn’t look like the sun’s going to show,” I say.

      Leo doesn’t answer. Just fiddles with the dials and drowns the silence in steam.

      He brings the cup to my usual table by the window, says, “Want to try my almond croissant?”

      “Love… to.”

      He’s already halfway to the kitchen before I finish the short sentence. I watch him go, thinking he’s usually more grounded. Steady, unhurried, like someone who trusts the tide to come in when it’s ready.

      But today, there’s a tension in him—coiled just beneath the surface.

      He reappears with a basket piled so high it looks like it’s meant for a summer fête—enough almond croissants to feed the parish council and their extended families. He disappears again briefly—grabs cutlery, fetches a second coffee, wipes a speck of flour from his shirt with the back of his hand.

      Only then, at last, does he sit opposite me, like it costs him something to be still.

      “Straight from the oven,” he says, cheeks pink. “Careful, the filling’s hot.”

      I break off a piece, watch the almond paste ooze like lava—thick and golden, flecked with crushed nuts. The aroma rises at once: rich, sweet, with that buttery warmth that wraps round the chest like a well-placed compliment.

      Who needs a kitchen when you’ve got this at walking distance—and a baker with forearms that could silence an argument and a smile that short-circuits basic brain function?

      “Yesterday was a shock,” I say, puffing gently at the croissant to cool the molten filling. “I waited with Scott until nearly seven. They had to bring in a trailer from Totnes—one of those flatbed jobs with winches—to get the boat out without it splintering. The road into Treggan Bay was blocked too—branches down from the storm, like the dead didn’t want to be found.”

      I glance at him. “The remains were skeletal. Barely held together.”

      Leo flinches. Just a twitch. But it’s there.

      He stirs sugar into his coffee—two spoonfuls, precise. He never takes sugar.

      “What was that?” he asks, voice tight, eyes fixed on the swirl in his cup.

      “Yesterday,” I say slowly, watching him more than the croissant now. “By the lighthouse. A rowboat. There was a body.”

      I pause, let the word hang in the air.

      “Surely you must have⁠—”

      “Didn’t hear,” he cuts in, quickly. His eyes drop to the pastry as if it’s become a matter of great importance.

      “Really?” I raise an eyebrow. “You, of all people? Everyone in Treggan Bay would’ve heard it twice over and speculated a third time by now.”

      He shrugs, eyes flicking out to sea. Something in his face tightens. He bites into the pastry—too quickly.

      “Ouch! Burnt my bloody tongue,” he mutters, wincing.

      I set down my espresso. “You alright?”

      Leo waves me off.

      “What is it, Leo?”

      “Oh, nothing.” He flashes me a smile. “South West Water’s coming to install a meter. Business requirement. Another flaming expense.”

      He says it like he means it, but it doesn’t sit right. His shoulders are still tight. His eyes still distant.

      “Could sell, you know,” I say lightly, watching him over the rim of my cup. “Landmark Syndicate put in an offer—half a million—for the watchman’s cottage.”

      Leo chokes on a crumb and nearly launches his coffee. “Half a million?!”

      The shock in his voice rings off the café walls.

      “Mm,” I nod, unbothered. “Apparently, weather-beaten charm is fashionable again. They want to turn it into a coastal writer’s retreat or something equally poetic and overpriced.”

      He huffs a breath of wonder. “That’s mad money. I can’t even imagine it.”

      “So? Sell and move inland. Open up a new café. Less salt in the electrics.”

      He looks at me, the smile fading. “No. Selling’s not an option.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m waiting.”

      “For what?”

      His eyes drop to his plate, and he clutches his mug a little tighter—like he’s holding a secret close, keeping it warm and alive, as if speaking it might make it vanish.

      “Just waiting,” he says.

      And he doesn’t say anything more.
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      SATURDAY AFTERNOON

      If anyone were to peer through the window, they’d be hard-pressed to believe I’ve lived at Saltwind cottage for a full week now. Well—occupied the sofa might be a truer description. I’ve managed to unpack a single suitcase, promptly lost my shaving kit somewhere between the boot of the Focus and the airing cupboard, and made the unfortunate discovery that Maggie’s ancient electric kettle sounds uncannily like a distressed sheep in its death throes whenever it boils.

      The bulk of Maggie’s things have been packed away—Eileen saw to that, with a precision that suggests both efficiency and something unsaid. What’s left are fragments, overlooked or deliberately spared. Books still line the shelf, their pages pressed with brittle sprigs of lavender. A couple of teaspoons in the drawer, their handles curled like ivy tendrils. And the old peg basket, still swinging from the back of the door, faintly scented with lemon oil and mothballs—lingering traces of someone who believed in good order, fresh laundry, and stoicism over central heating.

      The cottage and I are eyeing one another warily, neither of us willing to commit.

      This afternoon, in a reckless burst of ambition—fuelled by two cups of Leo’s excellent coffee and the creeping guilt of having lived like a squatter with a good postal code—I decide to do something about it. Time to get to know Saltwind on more equal terms. Not as the house that was Maggie’s, or the cottage I’m awkwardly haunting, but as something in between.

      Saltwind leans into the hill like it’s dug in for the long haul—two storeys that follow the slope, stone walls thick enough to make mobile reception a concept rather than a reality. The slate roof’s speckled with yellow lichen, and the front garden is half-swallowed by lavender, buzzing with bees too fat with summer to mind a newcomer on the path.

      It was built by Maggie’s father—my great-grandfather—a stonemason who, according to family legend, could judge the weather by the feel of the lintel. He chose the slope carefully: high enough to avoid flooding, low enough to avoid the worst of the wind. The coast path runs just behind the garden gate. The sea below is all dazzle and chop.

      Maggie once told me they raised chickens in the garden during the war and grew peas along the fence. At six, I thought this was the most thrilling revelation of my small life.

      “Your mum, bless her, she were in charge o’ the hens,” Grannie had said, squinting against the sun as we planted carrots in crooked rows.

      “Mum? Really?” I was busy mangling a worm with my trowel.

      “Took it very serious. Wouldn’t let no one else collect the eggs. She had a system, y’know. Had names for every bird—Ophelia, Titania, Beatrice…”

      “Like Shakespeare?”

      “Well spotted, professor. She were ten, thought she were very clever. Wrote them up on a chart. Even made them birthday cards once.”

      “Did the chickens read them?”

      Grannie gave me a look. “Noah, love, chickens is cleverer than most MPs. But not that clever.”

      Now, the chickens are long gone, and there’s not a carrot in sight—unless one’s taken to growing under the compost heap out of sheer spite.

      I duck under the lintel and into Grannie’s old bedroom, where the ceiling beam still lurks at eyebrow height like a low-hanging threat. Now at six foot one—and clearly deluded enough to forget it several times a day—I nearly scalp myself walking in. The beam makes contact with a dull thunk, and I mutter something unprintable that would’ve earned me a look over the top of her spectacles.

      The room’s barely changed. Same low bed tucked under the eaves. Same quilt. Same faded roses.

      I stand there for a moment, tapping my pen absently against my chin. I could clear this. Change for a larger bed, dust the shelves, repaint the skirting. But part of me still half expects her to walk back in, humming some tune no radio station’s played since 1952, holding a pair of secateurs like a weapon of modest destruction.

      Instead, I retreat down the half-flight staircase to the lower bedroom—my room now, by default and lack of better options. It used to be my mother’s once, before it was mine on scattered childhood sleepover.

      It’s a taller, cooler room, with enough headroom not to concuss oneself while changing socks—a luxury, by Saltwind standards. The back window sticks like it’s taken a personal stance against ventilation, but after a week of increasingly undignified attempts (including a kitchen knife, a rolled-up newspaper, and at one point, a wooden spoon), I’ve managed to bully it open just wide enough to let the air in. Seaweed, salt, and something faintly citrus drift in—possibly optimism, possibly next door’s washing powder. From the window, the back garden stretches downhill.

      This room’s got potential. And it helps that I don’t need much—bed, kettle, plug socket for my shaver, and a window that opens more often than not.

      I lean on the sill and let the air settle in my lungs. Something shifts—not dramatic, nothing worth a sonnet—just a small internal shuffle. Like my thoughts have exhaled. For the first time since dragging my duffel through Saltwind’s front gate, I feel like I might be able to do this. Not thrive, necessarily. But cope. Breathe. Possibly alphabetise the spice rack.

      Then I turn back to the hallway.

      The boxes are still there, forming a tight corridor of cardboard. I edge around them like they might be booby-trapped. Most are labelled in Eileen’s determined hand—Maggie Kitchen, Maggie Winter Coats, Maggie Bits and Bobs. All practical. No-nonsense. Thorough, of course. Eileen strikes me as the type who’d pack grief into labelled compartments and stack it neatly.

      I move them into the front bedroom one by one, cramming them beneath the window. The room sighs under their weight. Or maybe that’s just me.

      Two boxes remain. Smaller. Old cardboard, the ink faded. These are marked in Maggie’s handwriting. One says simply: N. The other: C.

      I blink—C, for Crispin. My grandfather. That’s… odd. Just one box? Then again, he disappeared after the war and was never seen again—vanished like a coin down a storm drain. According to family lore, he went out for a walk and didn’t return. A tragic cliché, minus the poetic overtones.

      Still. I can’t recall Grannie ever talking about him. Not even a throwaway “Your grandfather loved that chair” or “Crispin always hated beetroot.” Just nothing. A man-shaped blank in the family story.

      I carry the Crispin box into her old bedroom and set it by the foot of her bed. It doesn’t make a sound, but it feels like it does.

      I return to the last box. N. My initial, her hand. The guilt lands instantly. I never came back—not after I left for London, not when she sent Christmas cards written in green ink, not when her letters started trailing off and the neighbours called with updates spoken in lowered voices. Not even when she died.

      I told myself it was work. Deadlines. Life. But really, I just didn’t want to carry the weight of memory.

      I place the Noah box in front of the hearth, and leave it unopened.
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        * * *

      

      The moment I step into Drift Café, I know something’s off. The place is quieter than usual, and not in a restful way. A few older locals glance up, then away again, muttering into mugs as if I’d brought in a draught. The kind of muttering that ends in someone saying “…should’ve stayed buried.”

      Maurice’s words echo back—bodies washing up, boy… they stir ghosts with ’em.

      I glance behind the counter. No Leo. Just the espresso machine hissing softly, like it disapproves of my shoes.

      I push through to the back.

      Leo stands in the doorway to the bathroom, staring at it like it’s just given him unsolicited life advice. Arms folded, jaw tense, brow furrowed in that very specific way that says ‘plumbing problem’ or ‘accidental existential crisis.’

      “What’s up?” I ask, stepping beside him.

      He doesn’t look over. “The water meter’s still spinning. I turned off every valve in the building. Everything. But it’s still going.”

      I nod slowly, in what I hope is a competent, plumber-adjacent manner. “Then the water’s going somewhere.”

      “That’s what I thought—leak somewhere. I’ve checked everything—joints, pipes, under the sinks, behind the fridge, even the washing machine.”

      “And?”

      Leo sighs, rubbing the back of his neck. “It’s got to be the bathroom. The shower inlet. Only place where the pipes run inside the wall. Everywhere else, they’re surface-fixed or boxed in. Classic cowboy job, if you ask me.”

      I’m about to say something deeply helpful and technical, like that’s annoying, when Leo disappears into the cellar and returns with an ancient, vaguely threatening pickaxe.

      “Bloody hell,” I say, taking a cautious step back. “You going mining?”

      “Fixing it.”

      “This doesn’t look like fixing. This looks like a Channel 4 documentary waiting to happen. Maybe call a plumber?”

      Leo raises one eyebrow. “You know how much they charge out here?”

      “I also know how much it costs to replace a supporting wall.”

      I gently take the pickaxe from his hands. “Let’s just think for a moment. Have you checked everywhere?”

      “Yes.”

      “The cellar?”

      “No water in the cellar.”

      “Still. Let’s check.”

      

      The cellar is the sort of place you instinctively lower your voice in. Cold, faintly damp, and probably excellent for storing regrets. A single bulb hangs from the ceiling, throwing more shadows than light.

      Every time I come in here, I think to myself, it’s bigger than I remember. Floor-to-ceiling shelving lines every wall—jars of preserves, crates of potatoes, tools, a small army of unlabelled tins, and what I’m fairly certain is a Victorian jelly mould shaped like Queen Victoria, looking slightly affronted. And still, there’s ample room in the middle—large enough to host a modest séance or a very awkward barn dance. It smells of cool stone, old apples, and old varnish.

      “This used to be a watchman’s cottage,” I say. “So the cellar was probably where they stored supplies and complained about weather.”

      “Weren’t they famous for drinking?” Leo mutters.

      “Heroically. Probably needed this whole floor just for the gin.”

      We sweep the place with our eyes. No pipes. No puddles. No suspicious drips from above.

      But something itches at the back of my mind—the proportions are all wrong. Who needs a cellar this big? Even by Treggan Bay’s fondness for hoarding pickles and wartime flour, it’s excessive. It feels less like storage and more like a room pretending to be something else. Not quite mystifying, but… odd. As if the architecture’s trying to misdirect. Like it knows something, and it isn’t telling me.

      I dig around in a crate, find a battered measuring tape, and stretch it from the west wall to the fireplace on the east.

      Then I run upstairs and do the same. From the bathroom to the fireplace on the east wall.

      I return to Leo, panting slightly. “If the pipe’s leaking, the water’s landing just behind this wall.”

      Leo frowns. “But there’s nothing there. That’s underground.”

      “True. But there’s a fireplace in the cellar. In a wall that’s supposedly up against soil. Doesn’t that seem odd?”

      He blinks. “Didn’t think about that.”

      “Exactly. Who builds a fireplace in a cellar? What were the watchmen doing—baking biscuits in secret between shifts?”

      We nudge the shelving unit out. The stone behind it is darker—damp creeping from the base. No ceiling drip. Just water weeping through the wall itself.

      “You are right, there is a leak,” I say. “But it’s not a leak from the floor above. The water is coming through the wall.”

      I step along the wall, tapping gently with the pickaxe as I go—trying not to look like I’m enjoying it. It’s all solid stone thuds until I reach one spot where the sound changes—a dull, hollow thunk that echoes slightly.

      I pause, then reach up and tilt the bulb towards it. The light wobbles uncertainly, casting shadows that make the edges blur.

      This section of the west wall—less than a metre wide—looks different. The stones are rougher, the mortar sloppier, like someone patched it in a hurry and hoped no one with a mildly obsessive streak would come poking around.

      I raise the pickaxe.

      “Stop!” Leo practically shouts. “What are you doing?!”

      “Seeing what Maggie’d stashed behind it before the whole cellar turns into a fungal conservatory,” I say, as reasonably as one can while holding a pickaxe indoors.

      “By smashing down a wall?!”

      I shrug. “Gently?”

      Leo snatches the pickaxe from my hands like I’ve just threatened to bludgeon a family heirloom. His eyes are wide; not angry exactly—more shaken. Like something’s rattled loose beneath the surface and he’s trying very hard to keep it contained.

      He lowers his voice but it cuts sharper than I’ve ever heard it. “Out. Before you knock the bloody place down.”

      “Oh, come on⁠—”

      “I mean it, Noah.” His grip tightens on the handle, knuckles white.

      He herds me up the stairs, steps firm, pickaxe in one hand like a stern geography teacher.

      Then—click.

      He locks the cellar door behind me.

      I stare at the wood. Somewhere beneath, damp creeps through old stone, and Leo Petit is possibly, very quietly, having a breakdown.
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      SATURDAY EVENING

      Outside, the sea wheezes against the stone watchtower, and I’m still standing there like a windswept garden gnome, mouth half-open, trying to parse what just happened.

      Leo all but bundled me out the back door of the café with a smile too polished to be sincere. Politely exiled, caffeine-deprived, and no closer to understanding why he looked vaguely panicked at the mention of Maggie’s name. Possibly I was getting carried away. Possibly I have the romantic instincts of a dead haddock.

      I’ve no choice but to trudge back down the coast path, each step feeling increasingly unnecessary now that the adrenaline’s gone cold in my veins.

      Saltwind cottage greets me in that half-waking state houses slip into at day’s end. Still. Listening. The air is warm but unmoving, and the evening has that muffled hush about it—as if the whole village is tiptoeing into sleep. Somewhere across the fields, a tractor hums, steady and distant. The whitewashed walls of the cottage glow faintly gold where the sun catches them.
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