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Author’s Note



Whilst the Holy Island background for this latest Vera novel is real, any specific settings, on the island or the coast nearby, are the product of my imagination and in no way are intended to resemble or reference any that already exist.










Chapter One



PHILIP WAS FIRST OF THE GROUP to the island. He’d had to drive overnight but it was worth the effort to get here before the morning high water, before the day trippers crossed from the mainland in their cars and coaches to buy ice cream and chips. He tried not to resent the squabbling children and the wealthy elderly, but he was always pleased when the island was quiet. As he did at every reunion, he wanted to sit in the chapel and reflect for some time in peace. This year would mark fifty years of friendship and he needed to offer a prayer of thanks and to remember.


The most vivid memory was of the weekend when they’d first come together on the island. Only Connect, the teacher had called it. Part outward bound course, part encounter group, part team-building session. And there had been a connection, so strong and fierce that after fifty years the tie was still there, unbroken and still worth celebrating. This was where it had all started.


The next memory was of death and a life cut short.


Philip had no fear of dying. Sometimes, he thought he would welcome death, as an insomniac longs for sleep. It was as inevitable as the water, which twice a day slid across the sand and mud of the shore until the causeway was covered. Eventually, he would drown. His faith provided no extra comfort, only a vague curiosity. Almost, he hoped that there would be no afterlife; surely that would take energy and there were days now when he felt that he had no energy left. It had seeped away in his service to his parish and the people who needed him.


He did regret the deaths of others. His working life moved to the beat of funeral services, the tolling of the church bell, the march of pall-bearers. He remembered the babies, who’d had no experience of life at all, the young who’d had no opportunity to change and grow. He’d been allowed that chance and he offered up another prayer of gratitude.


An image of Isobel, so young, so bonny, so reckless in her desires and her thoughtlessness, intruded into his meditation and he allowed his mind to wander.


Was it Isobel who kept the group returning to the Holy Island of Lindisfarne every five years? Had her death at the first reunion bonded them together so tightly that, despite their differences, they were as close as family? Perhaps that deserved gratitude too, because these people were the only family he had left.


In the tiny chapel, with its smell of damp and wood polish, he closed his eyes and he pictured her. Blonde and shapely and sparking with life. A wide smile and energy enough for them all.


From the first floor of the Pilgrims’ House, he’d seen her driving away to her death. He’d watched the argument that had led to her sudden departure. Forty-five years ago, Isobel had drowned literally. No metaphor had been needed for her. Her body had been pulled out of her car, once the waters had retreated. Her vehicle had been swept from the causeway in the high tide of the equinox, tossed from the road like a toy by the wind and the waves. Once she’d set out on her way to the mainland, there had been no chance to save her.


Had that been the moment when he’d changed from a selfish, self-opinionated, edgy young man to a person of faith? Perhaps the conversion had begun a little later, the evening of the same day, when he’d sat in this chapel in the candlelight with his friends and they’d cried together, trying to make sense of Isobel’s passing. Annie and Daniel, Lou and Ken, Rick and Philip. The mourning had been complicated because none of them had liked Isobel very much. The men had all fancied her. Oh yes, certainly that. She’d featured in Philip’s erotic dreams throughout his undergraduate years. But she’d been too demanding and too entitled for them to like her.


Philip opened his eyes for a moment. The low sunlight of autumn was flooding through the plain glass windows into the building, but he knew he had time for more reflection – more guilt? – before the others arrived. He closed his eyes again to remember Isobel and that argument which must surely have led to her death. He hadn’t heard the words. He’d been in his first-floor room in the Pilgrims’ House looking down, an observer, not a participant. Isobel and Rick had been fighting in the lane below him. There’d been no physical contact – it hadn’t come to that – but Philip had sensed the tension, which was so different from the weekend’s general mood of easy companionship.


The fight had seemed important. Almost intimate. Not a row between casual friends or strangers. Even if Philip had been closer, he might not have made out what was being said, because there was a storm blowing and the wind would have carried the words away. He’d relished the drama of the scene, looking on with a voyeur’s excitement, as he’d watched the row play out beneath him.


Then, from where he’d stood, he’d seen Annie rounding the bend in the lane, a woven shopping bag in one hand. She must have been into the village for provisions. No longer a mother, she’d mothered them all that weekend, and now, all these years later, she was still the person who shopped and cooked.


Rick and Isobel hadn’t noticed her, because they were so focused on each other, spitting out insults. Rick had hurled one more comment and suddenly Isobel had been flouncing away, her long hair blown over her face, feeling in the pockets of her flowery Laura Ashley dress for her car keys. At that point Philip could have changed history. If he’d rushed downstairs and outside, he might have stood in front of the car and stopped her driving away. He’d known after all that the tide was rushing in and it would be foolhardy to attempt the crossing.


But Philip hadn’t moved. He’d stayed where he was, staring out of the window like a nebby old woman, waiting to see what would happen next. And Isobel had started her car and driven to her death.


So, here Philip was, a priest on the verge of retirement, an old believer, yet with no great desire to meet his maker. Here he sat, hands clasped and eyes shut, waiting for his friends, longing again for the connection and the ease that only they could give, pondering the moment of Isobel’s death. It seemed to him now that he’d spent the rest of his life trying to find relationships that were as intense and fulfilling as those developed here. Nothing had lived up to expectation. Not even, if he was honest, his trust in Christ.


Perhaps that was why he’d never married. Later, there’d been women he’d fancied himself in love with, but there’d never been the same depth of understanding, and in the end, he’d refused to compromise. If one of the women who’d shared that first weekend of connection had been free, perhaps that would have worked. Now, it crossed his mind again that Judith, the teacher who’d brought them together, might make a suitable partner, that he might find company and intimacy in old age. They were both alone after all. But Philip knew that he was probably too cowardly and too lazy to make a move. He smiled to himself; he wasn’t sure he wanted to share his life after all this time. He was too comfortable, and too set in his ways.


He got to his feet, walked down the narrow aisle and out into the sunshine. He could smell seaweed and salt. He felt at home.










Chapter Two



ANNIE LAIDLER SHUT THE DELI DOOR and locked it. A regular customer turned up two minutes late and looked through the window. Usually, Annie would have let her in, all smiles and welcome – but today she pretended not to see. Jax had already left and this was October, a reunion year. Annie had been planning the moment for weeks.


She began to pack the two wicker hampers with jars and dried goods. They’d already been pulled from the shelves and were standing in a line on the counter. Then she turned her attention to the fresh items. There were green and black olives, all scooped into separate tubs. Slices of charcuterie glistening with fat. Cheese: Doddington, with its black rind and hard, sharp taste, Northumberland nettle, oozing brie and crumbling Wensleydale. Squat loaves of ciabatta and sourdough baked by Jax early that morning. Local butter, wrapped in greaseproof paper. A taste of home for her friends who’d moved away. A reminder to them that she and the region had moved on.


Still, at the last moment she added stotties – the flatbread cakes that they’d filled with chips when they’d all been kids – then home-baked ham and pease pudding. Traditional Geordie fare. A kind of irony, a joke that they’d all appreciate. Through this food, memories would be triggered, and anecdotes would follow. Images clicked into her head like slides dropping into an old-fashioned projector carousel. A school play dress rehearsal. Rick in full costume as Claudius, collapsing suddenly in giggles and the rest of them losing it. Except Philip, who was Hamlet, furious that his long speech had been interrupted. And Miss Marshall, their English teacher, almost in tears because she thought the performance itself would be a disaster.


More slides. More images of Only Connect – the event originally organized by the school, or at least by Miss Marshall, as an attempt to bring together some of the new lower sixth. She wanted to challenge their preconceptions, she’d said; to open their minds to possibilities beyond Kimmerston Grammar. That initial weekend gathering – a kind of secular retreat – had turned them into this tight group. Still friends fifty years on; still meeting in the same place every five years. This time the recollection was of teenagers, talking endlessly, sitting at the long tables in the kitchen at the Pilgrims’ House, dipping stotties into the veggie soup, hardly pausing the conversation long enough to eat.


After the first reunion, and Isobel’s death, Annie had wondered if the reunions would continue, but they had. Rick had said to meet up would be an act of remembrance, but after all this time, the mentions of Isobel had become a ritual, no more meaningful than the Friday night drinking, or the Saturday afternoon walk.


The hampers were almost too heavy for Annie to carry to the car. Five years ago, she must have been fitter, stronger. She’d get someone to help her at the other end. One of the men. Rick was always keen to prove how macho he was, with his tales of marathons run, and trips to the gym.


Outside the sun was low. They’d stuck with October for the reunions, and there was always this sense of the year coming to an end. That first meeting of Only Connect had been a time of transition. They all agreed on that. So the date seemed appropriate.


Later kids had come along. Annie had swallowed her envy and her hurt and pretended to enjoy them. The reunion weekends had grown then; sometimes the place had the vibe of a chaotic playgroup, and later of a youth club for moody teens. They’d only come together for evening chapel at dusk. Now, the adults were alone again, and oddly it was as if they’d gone full circle. They had the same freedom and lack of responsibility as they’d had when they’d first come together as sixteen-year-olds. Tonight, she felt suddenly wild, ready for an adventure.


Some of their children had become friends and they met up too, independently in smart London wine bars. Not in an austere former convent on Holy Island, which had been refurbished now, but still smelled a little of mould and elderly women. As if the ghosts of the original occupants still lingered.


It was early evening when she arrived at the Pilgrims’ House. She’d crossed the Lindisfarne causeway over the sand and the mud from the mainland just before the evening tide, and the road was empty. There’d be no day trippers to the island now. The setting sun behind her threw long shadows from the rescue towers and set the shore on fire. Although she lived closest, Annie was always the last to arrive. She drove through the village and on towards the house, isolated in the centre of the island, surrounded by scrubby, windblown trees. From here, it felt like a real island. There was no view of the causeway, only of the castle, towering above them. The others’ cars were parked in the lane. She sat in the van for a minute, with a sudden moment of shyness, even foreboding. The usual sense of awkwardness, as if she didn’t quite belong.


It had been different when she and Dan had still been married. He’d been at the original conference and she’d fallen in love with him then, deeply, dangerously, self-destructively, as only a teenager can. It hadn’t been his scene, and she’d sensed his discomfort throughout, but he’d come back with her to the first reunion. Then there’d been the tragedy of Isobel’s death. She couldn’t blame him for staying away after that. She couldn’t blame him for anything. Not the guilt nor the divorce. Nor her loneliness.


It was almost dark and she could see a soft light of candles in the clear glass windows of the tiny chapel. There was no fancy stained-glass here. She supposed the others were already inside and realized she must be even later than she’d anticipated. Perhaps they were waiting for her before they started their time of silence and meditation. She left the hampers in the van and hurried into the building. The candles had been lit on the table that served as an altar. There was that smell of old stone and incense. The roof was hardly bigger than one of the upturned cobles, the small boats pulled onto the beach during bad weather, and she thought she could smell the wood it was made from too.


Her friends were sitting on the wooden benches, taking the same seats as they always did. Habit now. They turned and smiled at her but nobody spoke. That was the deal for evening chapel. Twenty minutes of silence and private meditation. Prayer for those who believed in it. It had seemed alien to them as teenagers, but now, Annie thought, they welcomed the peace, the ritual.


Annie took a seat near the back, and Phil stood up and gave the welcome, and started them off. ‘Take this time to be grateful.’ But left to her own thoughts, here in the chapel, Annie found gratitude hard to conjure. She sat with her eyes closed and remembered a baby lying in a cot with blue covers – because Annie had decided she never wanted pink for her little girl – and saw the white cold skin. When Philip brought them all back to the present, Annie found that her cheeks were wet with tears. She was pleased she was sitting at the back and that the light was so poor, because she would have hated the others to see and to ask what the matter was.










Chapter Three



RICK KELSALL SAT IN THE CHAPEL and let his mind wander. He’d never been very good at sitting still, and he struggled to stop his foot tapping on the stone floor. Also, it was bloody cold. His head was full of plans and ideas, all jostling for priority. It had been an interesting day, and he still wasn’t quite sure what he’d do with the information he’d gained. Then there was the book, which might redeem him, or at least bring him back into the public eye. He’d complained about the attention when he’d been on the telly every week, but now he missed his public: the smiles, the waves, the recognition. He’d only been gone for a few months, but it was as if he’d disappeared into a black hole. When people did know who he was, there was more likely to be abuse than admiration. He shifted in his seat and wished he’d worn a scarf.


The door opened and he turned to see Annie hurry into the building. She still looked good for her age. She’d never been a beauty like Charlotte, but she was interesting without trying, without realizing. He’d never fancied her, not really. Not like he’d fancied Louisa. He’d always felt close to Annie though. Friendship was too bland a word to describe it. He wriggled again and tried to find a better way to express how he felt about her.


Philip stood up to call them to order. When they’d first come here as teenagers, nobody would have bet on Philip becoming a priest. Not in a million years. He’d been Rick’s most exciting friend, full of anger and rebellion and wild, impossible plans. Now he seemed to live his life in a state of complacency and contentment. Philip had achieved, Rick supposed, a kind of wisdom. He no longer battled the inevitable. He knew he was getting old but didn’t seem to care. Soon, he’d retire from his parish and his life would become even more boring. He might well move north again – so predictable – and he’d live out his smug, boring life until he died.


Perhaps Philip didn’t even miss the adventures of their youth. Rick missed them all the time. He longed for them with a desperation that sometimes overwhelmed him. He would give anything to be seventeen again and sitting in this chapel for the first time. He would sell his soul for it. He wouldn’t even mind being twenty-two and fighting with Isobel, then watching her drive away to her death. Then, at least he’d felt alive.


He realized that Philip had sat down once more. Rick hadn’t heard anything he’d said, hadn’t made the effort to listen; it would, no doubt, be much the same as at every reunion. Every introduction. These days, Philip provided comfort not originality.


The chapel was quieter than any other place Rick knew. He’d lived in the city since he’d left home for university and there was always that background hum. Traffic. The rumble of a train. People shouting in the street, even in the early hours. Rick disliked silence. He wondered why they had to go through this ritual every time they came back to the island, though part of him knew that he’d be the first to complain if one of the others suggested ditching it. Partly to be awkward, but also, he supposed, because this quiet time in the chapel was part of the whole experience. It reminded him again of his youth. For one weekend, he felt as if he was starting out again, at the beginning. Not approaching the end.


Almost before he’d settled into it, the twenty minutes was over. Philip was on his feet again, and they were making their way out. Rick waited for a moment, letting the others go ahead of him, gearing up for the evening ahead. He felt like an actor preparing for another performance, and wondered briefly what it would be like for once in his life to go on stage unscripted and unrehearsed.










Chapter Four



OUTSIDE THE CHAPEL THEY STOOD, CHATTING awkwardly. It was always a little awkward for the first few minutes. But it was cold and quite dark so they quickly moved into the house. Annie asked Rick and Phil to help her carry the food from her van into the kitchen. Afterwards she stood there, unpacking the hampers, stocking the fridge, glimpsing her friends at a distance through the open door in the hall, which led into the common room. The fire was already lit. She couldn’t see them all, but did catch Rick parading in, with a bottle of wine in each hand. He set them on the table, then pulled a corkscrew from his jacket pocket, like a conjuror performing some amazing trick, playing as always as if to an audience. The light in the room was dim, and Annie thought his silhouette was strange, almost demonic, with the flames dancing behind him.


The others started on the booze then, but that was traditional too. They’d always drunk far too much on Friday nights, even when they’d had kids with them. There’d been times, she thought, when social services could legitimately have expressed concern about the children’s safety, though they’d had two teachers in their number, and really, they should have known better. Annie had stumbled to bed on a couple of occasions in the early hours, aware of children running through the corridors, whooping and laughing in some game of their own.


As they’d all grown older, she’d come across pale-faced teenagers sitting on the floor in corners, with tears rolling down their cheeks. It had only occurred to her later that they’d probably been drinking too, or taken some form of drug. Her child had never been old enough to be troublesome and she’d been naive about such things. She knew Rick and Philip had smoked cannabis when they’d been younger, but in spite of her hippy clothes, the flowers in her hair and the bare feet, she’d always been wary. Not worried about any potential danger to her health, but about making a fool of herself.


She went back outside to the van to fetch a last tray of baking, and the air smelled not of weed, but of woodsmoke and ice. She hadn’t bothered putting on a coat and the sudden cold chilled her bones. There was a frost forecast, the first of the year. There would be a dark sky full of stars, when the light eventually seeped away, a sliver of moon. She shut the van again and stepped back into the house.


The door to the common room was still propped open and Annie could look in without being seen. They’d switched on the lights and she had a better view of them. Her first full view after the candlelight in the chapel and the clumsy greeting in the dusk. They’d offered to help when they’d all come inside, but that had been routine politeness. Annie always prepared the Friday night meal and they knew she’d catch up with them once supper was under way. She stood for a moment observing them.


Her first response was shock that they’d aged so much in the past five years. Perhaps it was Ken, sitting with Lou, attentive by his side, and Skip his dog at his feet, that prompted the thought. Ken looked misty-eyed, seemingly struggling to appear aware of what was going on, and horribly frail. Lou had phoned them all in advance to warn them.


I’ve been worried about him for a while, but we only got a diagnosis a few months ago. Alzheimer’s.


‘But he’s so young!’ Annie had said. Meaning: He’s the same age as me.


‘He’s sixty-six,’ Lou had said. ‘Not so young.’ Had there been an edge of smugness in her voice? Because Lou was three years younger than the rest of them. She’d been a fourth year when the rest of them had been in the lower sixth, that year they’d first come here, and stayed up all night, intense, talking until the first rays of the sun had caught the room’s mess of discarded crisp packets and overflowing ashtrays. Lou hadn’t been here. Perhaps that had always made her something of an outsider. Not quite part of the group.


Ken had very much been seen as a baby-snatcher then, and Annie had resented the arrival of Lou into the mix, her presence at parties, the shows of affection, even in school. Annie had rather fancied the solid, reliable Ken herself. They’d kissed a few times. After lock-ins in the Stanhope Arms, the pub they’d adopted in Kimmerston Front Street. Drunken fumbles when they were walking home. Because they’d lived in the same village a couple of miles out of town. Their dads had both worked in the pit.


Then Ken had shyly announced that Lou had agreed to go out with him. Annie remembered the moment. The start of double French one spring morning. Daffodils in the school garden on the edge of the tennis courts. And of course, she shouldn’t have been surprised. She’d had no claim on Ken, and, after all, she’d snogged most of the lads in the group at one time or another. Certainly Rick. Nothing Rick liked more than a commitment-free grope. And more, given the chance.


When #MeToo had been all over the news Annie had felt a moment of guilt. Sometimes Rick’s approaches had been so bloody forceful that it had felt almost like assault. Not that he’d raped her, nothing like that, but he’d come pretty close. Made her uncomfortable. And she’d gone along with it, hadn’t she? Now, she thought she should have been more confident, told him to stop. Then he would have got the message earlier that he couldn’t behave like that. He wouldn’t have tried it on with his young colleagues. He might still have his show on the BBC.


Now, in the fading light of the Pilgrims’ House common room, Louisa was still attractive, but even she was showing her age. The hair was beautifully cut and dyed, but there were lines around her eyes, and horizontal wrinkles between her nose and her mouth.


We’re all old! Of course we are. What was I expecting? That by meeting up with my old school friends, I’d magically become the girl that I was when we first came together? We’re lucky that we’ve all survived. All, except Isobel.


Annie switched on the oven and put the pie she’d made inside. She put plates to warm and laid the big kitchen table, with the mismatched cutlery from the dresser drawer. Then she went back to the hall, watching again from the shadows, plucking up courage to interrupt Rick, who was in full flow, when Philip stood up.


‘Annie Laidler, what are you waiting for?’ The voice loud and rich, and honed in the pulpits of large draughty churches. ‘You need some wine, of course you do. You’re the one who’s been slaving over a hot stove, while we indulge ourselves.’ He laughed as he poured a giant glass of red and wrapped his arms around her in a hug. Suddenly all the nervousness disappeared. She was here with her best friends in the world and it would be a fabulous weekend.


And so, the evening rolled on, much as the reunions always did. Friday night supper supplied by Annie, salad brought by the others. Philip always made and brought the puddings. The others made a fuss of his creations, though in Annie’s opinion, they never tasted quite as good as they looked. Jax would very definitely have turned up her nose. Later though, when Philip was at the sink in the kitchen, an apron tied round his ample waist, doing the washing-up, Annie felt a moment of overwhelming affection for him. How kind he was! And how much he’d changed since she’d first got to know him.


That first weekend, Philip had been angry, argumentative, arrogant. He’d mellowed a little as Only Connect had progressed, but to the end he’d chafed at the restrictions, the silence of evening chapel. He’d been a swearer in the group sessions and he’d led a break-away group to the pub on one of the evenings. Annie still couldn’t quite understand how Philip, the rule-breaker, the non-conformist, the awkward sod, had become an Anglican priest.


Perhaps he was still all those things. Certainly, he stood out in this company of liberal, lefty, angst-ridden individuals. As the rest of them aged and raged against the good night to come, he faced it with equanimity, even with amusement. Death, he said, was the last big adventure. He didn’t know with any certainty what lay beyond the grave, but he was curious to find out.


Inevitably, after the meal, they carried on drinking, even Louisa, who was usually the most sober of them all. Annie had to survive the photos of a new grandchild, the stories of hip and kitchen replacements, of holiday plans and care home choices for very elderly relatives. Things changed in five years. So, Annie brought out the photo she’d found while she’d been sorting through a few boxes at home. The photo of them on that first weekend, standing in front of the Pilgrims’ House. All flared jeans and cheesecloth. Her and Dan, Isobel and Philip, Rick and Charlotte. It must have been taken on the first evening because Charlotte was still there. Ken was standing to one side, looking in at them. Judy Marshall standing in the middle, a bit aloof. A bit uncomfortable. Trying to pretend that, as the teacher, she was entirely in control.


As the evening wore on, they regressed back to the age they’d been in that photograph. Back in the common room, when the meal was over, and the plates washed and cleared away, they played sixties music. They danced. How embarrassing it would be if someone walked past and saw them through the uncurtained window! The old anecdotes were dragged out and, as always, there were new revelations, memories that only one of them held deep in their unconscious, and which had never previously been shared. The pile of logs in the basket on the grate shrank and the bottles emptied, and they became less rowdy and more reflective. A silence fell and even a set of footsteps in the lane – probably some islander on his way home from the Seahorse – startled them.


This year, the previously untold story came from Rick. He was sitting on the floor close to the fire, still wearing the leather jacket he always turned up in. Annie thought he must be sweating. But then he’d moved south straight after school, so perhaps he’d become soft.


He turned away from the fire and grinned a wolfish smile.


‘Did I ever tell you that I had sex with Miss Marshall?’


The first few words held no surprise. Many of his stories began with: Did I ever tell you I had sex with . . .


But Miss Marshall had been a teacher. Young, just out of college. Short skirts and tight, wet-look boots. Straight black hair and a fringe almost into her heavily made-up eyes. She’d taught them English and drama and had been passionate about Dylan Thomas. And Dylan. Serious, intense and rather unworldly. Only Connect had been her idea and she’d been here with them on that first occasion.


Annie still saw Judith around in Kimmerston. Her name wasn’t Marshall anymore – she’d married. Annie couldn’t remember what she was called these days. Her husband had died. Jax knew her because she did charitable work for the church and the deli donated any stuff approaching its best before date to the food bank there. So, she was someone else who’d changed dramatically if Rick’s story was to be believed.


Annie remembered Judy Marshall greeting them at the door of the Pilgrims’ House that first time. The pupils had arrived together in one of the school minibuses, but Miss Marshall had driven up herself. She had a little Citroën. Bright yellow. She must have heard the bus on the lane, because she’d been there in the doorway as they’d climbed out of the vehicle. They’d been stretching and groaning because it hadn’t been the most comfortable ride.


Back in the present, Rick was telling the story of how he’d screwed Judy Marshall at the post-school play party, but Annie was lost in a different past. She remembered the teacher’s words as she’d welcomed them inside.


‘Come along,’ she’d said. ‘You’re in for a great adventure.’ Which were almost exactly the same words Philip used now when he was speaking of death.


Annie thought it a little strange that she found this coincidence more interesting than yet another of Rick’s tales about his conquests.










Chapter Five



EVEN AS HE WAS TELLING THE story about Judy Marshall, Rick was wondering how much of it was true. It was quite possible that he’d elaborated details in his head over the years. He’d had fantasies about the encounter in the empty periods between wives and girlfriends, before the wonders of Internet dating had filled those times of boredom and misery. It had happened after the school play. His parents had been away – his dad had been a GP and his mother an anaesthetist and there’d been a medical conference somewhere – so of course he’d decided he’d have the post-performance party at his house. He might not have been chosen to be the star of the show – and that still rankled – but he could throw a party that people would remember long after some dreary school play. His folks wouldn’t be happy when they found out, but he was an only child, spoiled rotten, and they’d get over it.


He’d snogged the teacher. No doubt about that. He remembered an intense conversation about Russian literature, just the two of them in the kitchen after most of his friends had left. She’d fixed him with those stary, intense eyes, and his attention had wandered when she started talking about authors he’d never heard of, never mind read. He’d reached out and kissed her. And she’d responded, hadn’t she? Of course she had. He’d been pissed, naturally, but then so had she.


‘After you lot all buggered off,’ he said now, ‘I took her upstairs. We had sex in my parents’ bed, if you really want to know.’


Of course they wanted to know. Even Phil, who pretended to disapprove, was hanging on his every word. This was what he’d missed since the BBC had axed his show. The audience. Rick needed immediate feedback, a live response. A pre-record was never the same. He always said that he was a serious journalist and he was. But he was a serious journalist who needed to interact with his readers and viewers.


Trouble was, he couldn’t remember being with the teacher in his parents’ room. He knew he’d woken up there, alone the next morning, the sheets crumpled and the room smelling of fags and stale beer, but the rest was just a blur, a blank.


‘So,’ Lou asked, ‘what was she like?’


He was tempted to continue the tale. The words were already in his head: Judy Marshall saying how brilliant it was. He was. That she’d had the best time in her life. But in the end, he looked at Annie, who seemed miles away, hardly interested. And he remembered that he was supposed to be careful now about what he said. These were all close friends, but even close friends leaked to the press. He couldn’t afford any more lurid stories.


‘Honestly, Lou?’ Rick smiled. ‘I really can’t remember.’ A pause. ‘You’ll have to read all about it when my book comes out. It’s fiction naturally, but very definitely based on fact. You’ll find our pasts very much brought back to life. All our secrets, actually, finally seeing the light of day.’


Of course, they all demanded more details. He could tell they were intrigued. Some of them a little anxious, which they deserved to be. Just you wait, he thought. Just you wait.


They drifted off to bed soon after that. The rest of them had become elderly, not just in their bodies, but in their minds. Phil asked if anyone wanted a herbal tea before they turned in. Rick thought that summed him up. Phil might live in London, but he was hardly cosmopolitan.


Although his parish was officially Central London, in reality it felt suburban, a bit left-behind. Rick had been to the red-brick rectory for supper a few times. Philip had invited him after both his divorces, offering sympathy and Christian comfort. He’d gone because anything was better than staying in his flat. He hated being on his own. They’d been best friends at school, even before Only Connect, and Rick had seen more of him than anyone else over the years. He still couldn’t quite get used to Philip at work though, dressed up in a black dress with the clergyman’s collar. As if he was still performing in a weird school play. Or a pantomime.


Rick’s room felt chilly after the warmth of the common room. He supposed the heating was on a timer and had been switched off. The place had stopped being a convent even before Only Connect, but there was still an air of the frugal. Hardship was something to be embraced, not avoided. Before the convent, it had been two farmworkers’ cottages, and Rick supposed that they must have been pretty primitive too.


A religious order had taken the place over after the war. Three nuns had lived in one of the cottages. He’d researched their history and they’d been attached to the island’s priory, spreading the word about St Cuthbert, following in the footsteps of the monks who’d lived in the monastery in the Middle Ages. They hadn’t been part of an enclosed order – there were no cells or cloisters – and only the little chapel, which the islanders had built for them in the field next door, had any sense of the religious. Rick thought the place must almost have been like a student house-share. Three women, working during the day and coming back to the cottage to eat and sleep together. And, he supposed, to pray.


Then the adjoining cottage had come up for sale and the sisters obtained funding to knock through and extend, to form a place of retreat. Not just for religious groups who came from all over the country to experience the island and its history, but for educational and cultural purposes. The only stipulation had been the dusk time of silence in the tiny chapel. That had been written into the contract signed by everyone who came to stay.


The nuns had moved on. The accommodation had been upgraded a little since the group’s first visit as teenagers. He always bagged the downstairs bedroom, the only single large enough to swing a cat. It was part of the more modern extension, created from an attached outbuilding. It had a long window with a view out to the fairy tale castle on its hill, a vaulted ceiling crossed by sturdy beams. He looked out of the window now and looked up at a sky full of stars, the space dizzying, terrifying.


He hadn’t slept here on that first weekend. It must have been used by Judy Marshall or the fierce older woman who’d run the place. His room had contained two sets of bunks, metal-framed with stained mattresses thin as cardboard, which had since been replaced. He’d shared with Philip and two boys whose names he’d forgotten and who’d not really participated in any of the sessions. All he could remember was their acne and the gruesome snoring. Yet he’d been able to go straight to sleep and hadn’t woken until Philip had shouted that breakfast was ready the next morning.


These days, it seemed, he hardly slept at all. He’d been obsessed with dying when he was a small boy. He’d banged his head against the pillow in an attempt to drive away the thoughts. How was it possible not to exist? How could he not exist? As a teenager, the preoccupation was still there, but he’d hidden it more skilfully, turning the obsession into an intellectual pose, a cloak to hide his real terror. Charlotte, his first serious girlfriend and his first wife, had mocked his nightmares.


‘Why do you always talk about dying?’


He’d laughed off the question, made more pretentious noises, thrown in a reference to Sartre. She’d ignored the response and returned to painting her toenails with a focus that made that act the most important thing in the universe. More important, certainly, than any abstract notion of life and death.


As an adult he’d always been a bad sleeper. Things had got worse after the last divorce. Now he was getting older and there was the real possibility of death. Rick could cope with the prospect of illness and pain, but a world existing without him terrified and haunted him, especially at night. Even if he dropped off to sleep soon after going to bed, he woke several times, his heart racing, his muscles tense. Astonished, it seemed, to find himself still alive. He thought that was how he would die in the end: a sudden, violent jerk to consciousness would trigger a heart attack. He’d been prescribed blood pressure tablets but had stopped taking them because they had unpleasant side effects – they stopped him making love effectively – and he was as obsessed with sex as he was with death.


Rick supposed there were worse ways to go than a fatal heart attack. Anything, surely, would be better than descending into dementia like Ken. The cloudy eyes and unfocused thoughts, the restless twitching of the hands. That was surely a kind of death. It was as if Ken was disappearing almost before their eyes but becoming at the same time deeper and more nuanced. In health, Ken had been an uncomplicated soul, a husband, a primary school head teacher, a good dad. He’d loved his football and his music, been steady in his happiness. Almost complacent. Now hidden anxieties were emerging and Rick wondered if they’d always been there.


He left the curtains open. He felt close to the landscape outside and even this far from the sea, he fancied he could hear the suck of water on shingle. He undressed. It was a matter of pride that he hadn’t worn pyjamas since the age of six and he pulled the duvet round him to keep out the chill. It was still so cold that he worried sleep would be impossible, so he went into the shower room and put on the dressing gown, which had been hanging on a hook behind the door. From his bed, he could see the black, starless shape of the hill and the light-spangled sky behind it. A tawny owl was calling in the woodland at the other side of the house.


His phone rang. He looked at the number, but didn’t recognize it. Usually, he didn’t bother answering calls like that, but so late at night? It might be an emergency.


‘Hello.’ He realized that he was quite drunk now and his speech was slurred.


There was a rush of angry words at the other end. A voice he thought he almost recognized.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


He switched off his phone and shook his head to clear the memory of the bitterness at the other end of the line. Some mad person. Since the allegations had been made, he’d had a few of those calls. They weren’t worth bothering with. It was the price of fame. Soon, the bastards would realize he was more of a victim than his accusers.


As he drifted off, it occurred to him that he could come home now that his show had been pulled. He could work on his book anywhere, and he’d already planned that most of the action would take place in the North-East. Phil might soon retire north. He’d spoken of it. Annie was here so he’d have a friend. Here, in the end, he might sleep.










Chapter Six



ON SATURDAY MORNING, ANNIE WOKE EARLY, so she could get to shower first in one of the communal bathrooms – only Rick had his own – then she made her way to the kitchen. It looked out from the back of the house over the ill-kept garden. There’d been a frost, and each blade of the long grass which made up the lawn was white, separate. It was only just dawn and there was something other-worldly about the scene, the white ground and the pale light.


She checked her phone. There was broadband now at the Pilgrims’ House and she messaged Jax about an order for the deli that had slipped her mind before. Jax was her business partner and co-owner of the deli. Jax had founded the place and Annie had started working for her after she and Dan had separated. Later, when Annie’s parents had died, leaving her a bit of money, she’d bought into the business.


Jax had become her friend. The woman’s parents had come to England with the Windrush and arranged for her to be sent from Barbados to join them as a teenager. In the eighties, she’d moved north to Newcastle, following a musician boyfriend, and had stayed in the North-East once the relationship had ended. She’d somehow put up with the confusion and rudeness of locals in a region where there were few people of colour, and racism was as ingrained as support for the Toon, and she’d laughed off the petty aggressions and fought back with humour and style.


Who else would think to open a classy deli in a county where the pits had recently closed, money was scarce and unemployment the highest in the UK? But that had been more than twenty years ago, and here Jax still was. Bread and Olives was an institution. The wealthy would drive miles from the city for the ‘artisan’ bread or the local cheese.


To be recognized by name by Jax was an accolade. Annie had seen at least one regional celebrity slink out of the shop because Jax had shouted over their head to a customer behind them. She smiled at the thought and turned back to her phone.


When they’d come to Holy Island that first time, there’d been no screens in the house, not even a television. There’d been one pay phone but she couldn’t remember anyone using it, except Charlotte summoning her father to take her home. She was sorry for kids now; Annie and her friends had had so much more freedom when they were teenagers. Many nights she’d walked home from Kimmerston after under-age drinking sessions in the Stannie Arms. The roads had been narrow, the street lights few and far between, but nobody had thought it might be dangerous or even unwise. Now, parents seemed to track their kids’ every move, and they flew into panic if a text or a phone call was left unanswered.


Annie made coffee. Soon the others would appear. She’d put Jax’s freshly baked croissants into the freezer the night before and retrieved them now and put them in the bottom of the oven to warm and crisp. She laid the long table, with the jumble-sale plates, with dishes of jam and honey and her own Seville marmalade. The sun rose slowly, an orange semicircle on the flat land that ran north-east towards Emmanuel Head, the shape spiked by branches which were already losing their leaves.


Phil popped his head round the door.


‘I’m just going out for a wander to clear my head. Start breakfast without me. I won’t be long.’


‘No worries.’


Almost immediately afterwards, Louisa and Ken came in, the dog at his heels. Ken gave a lovely smile. ‘Good morning, Annie!’ At least today he remembered her name.


Louisa had said the night before, that sometimes he forgot her name. ‘Sometimes,’ she’d said, ‘he thinks I’m his mother.’


Usually, Annie felt a little intimidated by Louisa, who hadn’t been one of the core friendship group. She’d only joined them because of her attachment to Ken. Louisa was beautifully groomed, with clear, unchipped varnish on her nails. She’d worked as a head teacher and had been parachuted in to failing schools, to bring them up to scratch. Annie had always felt a failure in comparison, but now, she felt sorry for Louisa and admired her easy care of her husband. There was no sense that she was embarrassed by him. Annie felt a little guilty that she hadn’t been a better friend.


‘We’ll wait, shall we? Philip said not to, but I’m sure he won’t be long. He’s just gone out for a walk. And Rick will turn up soon.’


‘I was talking to Phil last night.’ Louisa poured coffee for herself and for Ken. She added sugar and milk to Ken’s and set it in front of him. ‘He was telling me how special these weekends are for him. At work, it’s hard for him to be himself. I suppose it must feel like a kind of performance, being a vicar. So often, you’re officiating at ceremonies, and even at a normal service, you’re up there at the front with everybody staring.’


‘Philip was always an actor,’ Annie said. ‘I think he rather enjoys it. At school, we knew he’d get the lead role every time. We believed he was destined to be a star. He had the good looks, the attitude.’


‘I’d have thought Rick would be the one to take centre stage.’


Annie thought about that. ‘Well, Rick wasn’t such a good actor and he never had Philip’s looks.’ This was a stalling tactic while she took herself back all those years. It was true though. Rick had been too short to be traditionally handsome, but he’d made up for that with energy, a charisma that could light up a room. And confidence. He’d had that in abundance. Confidence and charm.


‘He hasn’t changed, has he?’ Louisa broke into Annie’s thoughts. ‘After all those dreadful rumours and accusations, you’d have thought he’d be quieter, a bit subdued.’


‘I can’t imagine Rick ever being subdued.’


‘Well, that’s true.’ Louisa turned her attention to her coffee. ‘I saw an article by one of his daughters in the Observer. Rather cruel, I thought, to go public.’


‘I didn’t see it.’ That was true. They opened Olives and Bread as a cafe as well as a deli at the weekends and she never had time to read the Sunday papers. She’d heard about it though. Rick was a local boy. Some of her older customers had been patients of his father. There’d been gossip over the coffee and the pastries. Annie had wanted to defend Rick, but after all his attitude to younger women was indefensible these days, and she’d remained silent.


‘I wasn’t even sure that he’d be here this weekend,’ Louisa said. ‘It showed a certain courage coming to face us all.’


‘Rick’s always been pretty fearless.’ And we’re his friends. He knows we’d accept him. Love him, despite his faults and his ridiculous ego. I can’t believe he actually did all the things he’s been accused of. Besides, we owe him. He’s been there for us through the bad times.


When Dan had walked away, leaving Annie penniless, Rick had been there, offering a loan, which they’d both realized would be a gift. It had helped pay off a few of her more vocal creditors. It had given her a little dignity, bought her time to think about the future. And before that, when Freya had died, and Dan had been useless, lost in a world of his own, it had been Rick Annie had phoned, sobbing down the line. Rick, who’d jumped on a plane from London to be with her, holding her, sharing her grief. Then when Dan had left the scene entirely, Rick had been back again with the money, helping her to find a place to live.


‘Do you really think so?’ Louisa set down her empty mug. ‘I’ve always thought he was scared of the world, that all that running after women and stories, the endless travelling, was a kind of distraction.’


Louisa occasionally came out with phrases like that, but Annie remembered what Charlotte, Rick’s girlfriend, had said during that first weekend, halfway through Only Connect, just before she’d phoned her rich father and summoned him to take her away. Rick Kelsall is obsessed with dying. Perhaps that was a better explanation.


But she just nodded. ‘You’re probably right.’ There was no point, Annie thought, arguing with Louisa. She was one of those women protected by certainty.


There was the sound of a door opening and closing and Philip stood in the doorway. He still had on his outdoor clothes and a strange purple hat with a bobble on a plaited woollen string, knitted, Annie remembered now, by one of his elderly parishioners. He’d mentioned that the night before. Phil leaned against the wall, one foot raised, so he could take off his boots.


‘I smell coffee,’ he said. ‘Wonderful coffee.’


He was still good-looking in a grandfatherly, silver-haired sort of way, though he’d put on a lot of weight. He padded into the kitchen in his thick woolly socks, and Annie wondered, not for the first time, how he’d changed from the edgy, tense boy to this relaxed and generous man. Perhaps that was what faith did for you. He was a walking advertisement for Christianity.


At that point, Annie expected Rick to make an entrance. He’d have been out running, of course, and would put them all to shame. He’d wait until they were all gathered then come in glowing, mud on his trainers. Only 5K today but I’ll go out later, run a bit further. Though she thought he too had put on a bit of weight round the belly since she’d last seen him. Perhaps he hadn’t been getting so much exercise lately.


The others were laying the table and making plans for the day. There was a decision to make. Should they stay on the island or explore a bit further afield? A yomp up Simonsides, or a leisurely day in Berwick.


‘Where’s Rick?’ Louisa asked. ‘If we don’t get a move on, it’ll be lunchtime before we’re ready to leave. There’s so little light now and we don’t have so long because of the tide.’


‘I’ll give him a shout.’ Annie was glad of the excuse to be on her own, even for the few minutes it would take to get to Rick’s bedroom. She was so used to living alone that gatherings of people, even people she cared about, freaked her out a bit. It was a sort of claustrophobia and occasionally she felt close to a panic attack. She walked along the corridor to Rick’s room and knocked on the door. When there was no answer, she opened it and looked in.


Rick was hanging from a white plaited cord from the beam that crossed the vaulted ceiling. He was wearing a striped woollen dressing gown that had flapped open to reveal a body otherwise naked. Everything about him looked different. It took her a while to believe that this was Rick, that it wasn’t a stranger who’d taken up residence. There were red pinpricks around his eyes and eyelids. He looked very old, his chest wrinkled and sprouting grey hair. There was nothing attractive about this body. Rick would hate anyone to see him like this.


She reached out and touched his wrist. It was icy, and when she felt for a pulse, there was nothing. Rick had killed himself. There was an overturned chair on the floor beneath him. He’d stood on the chair, strung the dressing-gown cord around the beam, and kicked it away. Charlotte had said all those years ago that he was obsessed with dying and Annie could understand that he might want to choose his own time to let go. This must be suicide. He’d had so much pressure. The accusations of bullying by his young colleagues. The dreadful stories in the press. His former wives selling their tales of his misdeeds. Then the fact that his show had been axed. He’d always liked a dramatic gesture and suicide was certainly that.


What did surprise her was the fact that, under the dressing gown, he was naked. Rick loved clothes and he loved dressing up. He would have prepared his departure from this life with care. He must have been desperate to leave like this, with so little dignity, so little thought for the picture he’d leave behind. There was something ridiculous, almost clownish, in the figure before her.


The shock hit her then and she opened her mouth. What came out was a scream, but it almost sounded like hysterical laughter. She cupped her hand around her mouth to stop the noise, because, more than anything in the world Rick hated to be laughed at.










Chapter Seven



IT WAS SATURDAY MORNING, AND VERA actually had plans for the weekend that didn’t involve work. Joanna, her neighbour, was taking part in a book festival in North Yorkshire. Joanna wrote crime fiction and sometimes she picked Vera’s brains, though when the books appeared they had nothing to do with reality. Vera enjoyed reading them for the escape they provided, the joy of loose ends tied up.


Joanna had asked if Vera might like to go along to the festival. For company and reassurance, and at least to get a change of scene because Vera rarely left Northumberland. Though obviously there were worse places to be.


‘It’s a huge thing for me,’ Joanna had said. ‘A proper literature festival in a marquee in the grounds of a grand country pile. They’ll put us up in the main house. And they’ve promised that they’ll feed us very well.’ Joanna had named a few other writers who’d be there: a politician, a TV chef, a forensic pathologist who’d recently written an account of his work investigating the massed graves of the former Yugoslavia.


‘I thought you might be interested,’ she’d said. ‘And of course, they’ll be fascinated to meet you. A real detective, with so many stories to tell.’


Vera had agreed because it had been kind of Joanna to think of her. Kindness had often been in short supply in her life. She was keen to meet the pathologist, who had been a hero for years. Not for his work in the Balkans, but because he’d been involved in one of her cases and he’d had a mind of his own, refusing to be bullied by lawyers or the police. It would be good to meet him again. He’d liked a drink as she remembered, and was especially fond of a good island malt. She was curious too to see Joanna at work, talking about her stories, in front of an audience. Here in the hills, she was very much a farmer. Her life was sleepless nights lambing, struggling to make ends meet.
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