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For my mother Wendy Rhodes,

a brilliant English teacher,

who taught me to read and inspired
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    Bryher is the smallest inhabited Scilly Island. It is approximately one and a half miles long, and half a mile across at its widest point. The island has ninety-eight permanent residents, most of whom make a living from fishing, boatbuilding, or summer tourism at the island’s pub, hotel or campsite.






Laura steals out of bed while the rest of the island sleeps. By 6 a.m. she’s in the kitchen, cramming toast into her mouth, staring out at the late winter darkness. North wind batters her face as she leaves the cottage, a whiplash of blonde hair streaming across her shoulders. All of her sixteen years have been spent here; she only has to glance at the sky to second-guess its moods. A line of pink is gathering over Gweal Hill as she climbs its sharp incline, careful not to snag her tights on the bracken and coarse grass. Her mood improves when she catches the scent of brine. A water baby, her mother called her when she was small, happier splashing in the waves than toddling on dry land. The view from the crest of the hill is endless: two thousand miles of ocean, whitecaps skimming its vast expanse. She opens her mouth to taste the salt, lungs filling with ozone while breakers pummel the beach below. Soon she’ll say goodbye to this place, just one more summer before she can spread her wings. In August, there will be parties and dancing on the beach, the drunken relief of leaving home, but for now she must focus on the task in hand.

She collects the torch from its hiding place under a rock, but when she stares at the bay a hundred feet below, the water is too treacherous for boats to land. Huge breakers arrive and retreat, the crash of water against granite as loud as applause. It’s only when Laura spins round that a figure appears in the half-dark. That smile is so familiar, her lips curve in reply. She’s still smiling when pain sears through her chest, the torch dropping from her hand. She reaches out, even though there’s nothing to grab as she plummets backwards. The last thing she sees is not the ocean, but the black island where she was born. Its jagged outline imprints on her retinas four seconds later, when her skull smashes against the rocks with the dry crack of an eggshell fracturing. The riptide drags her away, long hair flailing as dawn arrives. Her body rolls with each wave. The killer watches from the clifftop, certain that she is more beautiful dead than alive. From this distance, she could almost be a mermaid.
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I’m not at my best when the taxi drops me at Penzance quay. My headache has followed me from London to Cornwall on the overnight train. I’ve tried dunking my face in cold water, a fistful of Nurofen and a full English, but lights still flash whenever I shut my eyes. The sea air is so icy it’s hard to believe this is the first day of March, spring just weeks away. Shadow gives me a baleful look as I slump on a bench; rucksack, camera bag and holdall strewn at my feet. The dog I inherited six weeks ago is behaving himself for once, sitting on his haunches, tongue lolling. There’s a ticket for St Mary’s in my pocket, but the 9 a.m. ferry hasn’t arrived, which is no surprise. Storms often disrupted the service to the Scilly Isles when I used to travel home from school on the mainland. My family has scattered far and wide since then. Only my uncle Ray lives on Bryher now, famous for his long silences. I spent my teenage summers in his boatyard, until the lure of the mainland grew too strong to resist. It still mystifies me to be going home. There’s no reason, apart from the obvious one: to fix what’s broken. I need the island’s peace to make a decision that will change the rest of my life.

Penzance harbour looks the same as when I was a boy, the church still lording it over the town, pale and dominating on the skyline. The quay’s limestone crescent has its arm raised, defending itself against high tides. The place is still ridiculously pretty; fishermen’s cottages in pastel shades, dories bobbing on the water as the dawn light hardens. It takes a Cornishman to know that life here is harder than it looks. In winter, when the blow-ins leave, the place dies on its feet. The only people stirring today are lobstermen, preparing their creels for the first catch of the season. In the distance, there’s a chug of smoke as the ferry arrives to carry me to St Mary’s, before the last leg of my journey home to Bryher. All I can hope is that no one familiar gets on board – the threat of conversation makes my head pound even harder. The Scillonian pulls into harbour half an hour late, and my first port of call is the bar, instead of the crowded café. A teenage brunette in a cheery red uniform is polishing the counter, but there’s no sign of a smile when I request coffee.

‘Sorry, I’m not allowed to serve for another hour.’

I pull out my warrant card. ‘That’s okay, I won’t arrest you.’

Her jaw drops. ‘There’s no way you’re a cop.’

‘Trust me, I am.’

I can see why she doesn’t believe me. I’ve worked undercover so long, anonymity has become second nature. The mirror behind the bar shows a shambling giant with a blue-black beard, mud-green eyes sunk deep in their hollows. The girl studies the details on the back of my card in amazement.

‘Detective Inspector Benesek Kitto, thirty-four years old, Metropolitan police. That’s an island name, isn’t it?’

‘Born and raised.’

‘What kind of dog is that?’

‘He’s a Czechoslovakian wolfdog.’

‘Lovely coat on him. What’s his name?’

‘Shadow.’

The girl gives me a considering look. ‘Promise you won’t tell anyone I opened early?’

‘Cross my heart and hope to die.’

When she emerges from behind the bar with a bowl of water, Shadow wags his tail shamelessly, hungry for female affection. I retreat to a window seat and knock back strong black coffee, hoping to annihilate my migraine. Once the mug’s empty, I walk on deck with the dog slinking at my heels. The sea’s surface shifts and turns as we pass Land’s End, a restless sleeper, eager to shrug the night’s weight from its shoulders. I’m already missing my London existence: a cool flat in Hammersmith, my vintage motorbike gathering dust in a lock-up, mates I drink with every weekend, who never ask questions.

I alternate between the deck and the bar as the ferry chugs towards its destination. The journey feels endless. Trying to read the Steinbeck novel that’s stuffed in my pocket only worsens my headache, so I stare out of the window as the waves grow taller. The Scillonian docks in St Mary’s harbour at midday. The island is a smaller version of Penzance: fishing smacks bellied on the low-tide mud, houses running in grey terraces, connecting the hills to the sea. Already the scale feels stifling, despite miles of clean air overhead. St Mary’s is a throwback to the fifties, cars travelling along the coast road at a sedate pace, but this place is a metropolis compared to where I’m going. It used to amuse me that the islands are owned by royalty. Charles and Camilla would never deign to visit Bryher, even though their ancestors bought it for loose change. Shadow’s whining for food, so I haul my bags to the waiting room and go in search of dog biscuits. He looks unimpressed when I hold out my palm.

‘Take it or leave it,’ I say.

He gives me a killing look before claiming the pellets with a single lick. No doubt he’d hop on the first train back to Hammersmith, given the chance. He accepts another handful, then turns his head away in disgust.

The young bloke in the ticket office is reluctant to sell me a fare. Apparently the Tresco passage is so rough, the boat may not arrive; none have sailed from the outlying islands in twenty-four hours. I hunker beside the harbour wall, my headache lifting around 2 p.m., the vice around my skull gradually loosening. By the time the Bryher Maid appears, the sea is churning, waves coming to a rapid boil. I don’t know whether to be relieved or afraid when the boat finally docks. The crossing doesn’t bother me. After so many hours on the Atlantic, my gut’s immune to motion sickness. It’s the idea of arrival that brings a cold sweat to the back of my neck.

The skipper greets me with a single nod of acknowledgement. Arthur Penwithick is always sceptical about people who desert the island. He’s still captaining the clinker jet boat my uncle built for him twenty years ago, licensed for fifteen passengers. His appearance hasn’t changed since I was a kid. He must be close to sixty now, dressed in yellow oilskins, a frizz of brown hair under the cap he never removes, buck teeth protruding from his upper lip. After we set sail, Arthur offers a low grumble of conversation. It’s been a tough winter on the island, only a handful of tourists at the hotel, some blow-in renting a holiday cottage. He looks more relaxed when Bryher rises into view. It’s a speck of rock, less than two miles long, exposed to everything the Atlantic chucks at it. Slowly it transforms into a black row of boulders. From here it’s easy to see why its name means ‘the place of hills’; the high incline of Shipman Head Down overshadows its only village. When I look back towards the mainland, one of the passengers is bent over the rail, studying the wake’s jet stream or trying to retain her lunch. The dog is struggling too, the boat’s heaving motion making him shiver.

At Tresco everyone disembarks, leaving just me and Arthur to cross the sound to Bryher. I’ve dreamed of this place for months, longed to breathe its salted air, but my childhood empire looks smaller than my memory painted it. Straight ahead I can see my uncle’s boatyard, the doors of his workshop hanging open, the ferryman’s narrow house beside it. A hundred metres north along the shore stands the island’s shop, which doubles as a Post Office. It’s a detached stone cottage freshly painted white; the words ‘Moorcroft Stores’ inscribed in red above the porch. Behind the buildings, the land is a rich, unbroken green, with Gweal Hill looming in the distance. The ferry docks on a quay designed for small craft and fishing vessels. If a millionaire’s yacht ever tried to land here, they’d be out of luck. The jetty would be metres too short. Bryher’s familiar odour hits me before I’ve set foot on dry land: boat diesel, fish guts and woodsmoke drifting on the breeze.

My uncle is waiting on the beach, straight-backed and watchful. Ray is thinner than last time, thick hair whiter than before, face so hard-boned it looks cast from metal. Sun and salt air have turned his skin to sandpaper, his cheek grazing mine when he offers an awkward one-armed hug. Ray’s smile arrives slowly as I dump my bags, the dog leaping across the shingle. If he’s concerned about my ragged state, or the huge grey wolf trailing behind me, he’s too poker-faced to admit it. I glance around to orientate myself; the island’s east coast is sinking long granite fingers into the sea, as the quiet between us deepens. I could tell him why I’m here, but I don’t want sympathy today. All I need is help carrying my bags to my parents’ cottage and a quick goodbye. It’s my uncle who breaks the silence first.

‘Back for long, Ben?’

I shrug. ‘A month, maybe two.’

‘Work can spare you that long?’

‘I’m using up leftover holiday.’

He gives me a sceptical look but doesn’t reply, setting off down the path with my rucksack slung easily over his shoulders, even though it must weigh thirty kilos. My father used to greet me and my brother in the same way, pleased but wordless, carting our kitbags home every Friday night. The silence allows the landscape to fill my senses, my feet sliding on the rain-soaked ground, gulls sailing over Shipman Head as we cut a line through the centre of the island to my childhood home. Even at ambling pace, the journey doesn’t take long. Bryher is half a mile across at its widest point, but nothing moves fast here; no cars or motorbikes, just a network of paths riddled with rabbit holes.

‘Bad weather,’ he comments. ‘A girl’s been missing all day.’

‘Who’s that?’

‘The Trescothicks’ older daughter.’

Jenna and Matt Trescothick were two years above me at school. He captained the five islands football team and she was the May queen. I watched them surfing with their friends each summer, gripped by hero worship. They were tanned, good-looking and impossibly cool; the island’s golden couple. When they married at eighteen, everyone turned out to throw confetti and watch them start their charmed lives. I saw their oldest girl at a bonfire last summer, a pretty blonde teenager with an infectious smile; but even in a place this small, kids drive their parents crazy. One time, my mum’s nagging pissed me off so badly I hid in a friend’s barn for a whole weekend, until everyone believed I’d drowned on a midnight swim.

We’re passing through the hamlet at the island’s centre now; two dozen small, slate-roofed cottages built from local stone, resting in a hollow. Beyond them the community hall is painted a virulent yellow. The old schoolhouse stands on the outskirts of the village, still named for its educational past even though its last pupil graduated forty years ago. Most of the island’s buildings are clustered in the valley, sheltered from the wind by the surrounding hills. My grandfather should have built here too, but he preferred solitude. We skirt round Gweal Hill until a different kind of sea greets us, waves strong enough to toss boulders around like marbles. The house where I grew up stands on Hell Bay. It’s a simple stone box under a sagging roof, windows filmed with brine. The only other building in sight is the island’s hotel, ten minutes’ walk away, its white outline resembling a row of sugar cubes scattered along the horizon. I’m grateful when Ray dumps my bag at my feet, refusing to come inside.

‘Maggie cleaned the place and put food in your fridge,’ he mumbles. ‘I’d better get back to work. Come by the yard whenever you like.’

The door is unlocked, even though my last visit was six months ago, for my mother’s funeral. I only spent a couple of nights here then and the place looks shabby; the air in the hallway smells of mildew, dust motes hanging on the cold light that spills through the door. The kitchen cupboards are crammed with boxes of Cornflakes and packets of rice, as if my godmother is afraid I’ll starve without her assistance. I scoop food into a bowl for the dog then lie on the rough woollen blanket that covers the settee, poleaxed by my long journey, but it’s impossible to sleep. Water drips too loudly from the tap, storm petrels arguing outside. Who would think a one-storey building could hold so much of the past? Ghosts arrive as I stand by the sink. I can smell my mother’s lavender scent, the salt that clung to my father’s skin until his fishing boat capsized on the Atlantic Strait. Today, even the living seem like spirits. My brother is two thousand miles west in New York, yet I picture him sprawled beside me in his favourite chair. Evidence of my half-finished attempts to modernise the place for my mother are everywhere I look: new tiles on the kitchen floor, sage-green paint peeling from the walls. The bathroom is no better. I installed a sleek shower cubicle, but never got around to fitting a decent bath and sink.

If I stay here I’ll end up climbing the walls, so I grab my coat again when evening comes. I try to leave without waking the dog, but he noses out of the door, determined not to be abandoned.

‘You’ll get trodden on,’ I warn him.

He vanishes down the path, confident as a native islander. I stand in the porch to tuck my scarf deeper inside my collar, torch in my pocket. When I was a kid I knew every bump and crater, fleet-footed in the dark. No one gets hurt here, unless they make a stupid mistake. Every few years someone breaks an ankle, tripping over a molehill or rabbit hole; then it’s a short but agonising boat ride to the field hospital on Tresco to get it cast. But tonight it’s stars that catch my eye, not the pockmarked ground. Without street lights, they’re free to dazzle. There’s a 180-degree view of the northern hemisphere, pinholes of silver light piercing the sky’s surface. The beauty is almost enough to drop me to my knees, and it takes me several minutes to drag my eyes back to the ground. Once I’ve returned to the quay I follow the island’s eastern coast towards the pub, until an ugly man-made glare rises from the beach below.

Voices drift up as the tide rolls closer. Judging by the flare of torch beams, half the island’s population is braving the cold. It doesn’t take a high IQ to know that Laura Trescothick is still missing. It’s tempting to revert to type and jog down to lead the search, giving orders in a loud, no-bullshit voice. I remind myself that I’m taking a break from being a cop, but feel a twinge of guilt as the Rock looms from the dark. The pub is a wide two-storey building, facing New Grimsby Sound. I pass the island’s only phone box and head indoors. The place reeks of the past: woodsmoke from the inglenook fire, brandy, home-cooked food. A few punters are relaxing on sofas by the hearth. Luckily, they’re too busy chatting to turn round. Dean Miller sits at a corner table, immersed in his newspaper. The island’s only professional artist looks more eccentric than ever, grey hair shaved close to his skull, a yellow cravat knotted around his throat, jeans so paint-spattered there’s no clear denim. He’s been producing ugly abstract seascapes ever since he came over from America thirty years ago.

My godmother, Maggie Nancarrow, is behind the bar, the sight of her making me feel like I’m ten years old again, buying cider for my dad. She doesn’t spot me at first, too busy opening a bottle of wine, tortoiseshell glasses perched on the tip of her nose. Her bird-like form is wrapped in a scarlet jumper and faded jeans, wild grey curls surrounding a face as round and polished as an apple. The welcoming grin she produces soon fades into concern.

‘I’ve been expecting you all day.’ She dashes round for a hug, the crown of her head level with my chest. She tilts her face back to inspect me more closely. ‘You’re still ridiculously handsome, Ben, despite the beard.’

‘You say that to all the boys. Thanks for looking after the house.’

‘Only you inspire me to scrub floors.’ She looks down at Shadow. ‘What’s this? I thought you hated dogs.’

‘I inherited him.’

Maggie’s eyes brim with questions she’s too wise to ask. ‘You’re too skinny. Stay there, I’ll bring you some food.’

‘Let me come and see Billy first.’

Billy Reese is one of the island’s stalwarts, preparing pub grub with occasional flashes of brilliance for the past decade. Appetising smells hit me when I enter his kitchen: fish frying, lemon juice, the sharp reek of garlic. He’s sitting at the stainless-steel counter, chopping parsley at a hectic pace with a red-handled knife, one heavily bandaged foot resting on a stool. He’s a tall, baldheaded man in his fifties, who wears a bandana when he cooks, like the elder statesman of a motorcycle gang. His sombre face creases into a grin when he sees me.

‘Come to arrest me, Ben?’

‘Depends how many laws you’ve broken.’ I clap him on the shoulder. ‘What happened to the ankle?’

‘I tripped going home, Saturday night.’

‘Nine sheets to the wind?’

‘Eight, maybe.’ His smile reveals rows of tobacco-stained teeth. ‘Help yourself to grub.’

‘Maggie’s sorting me out.’

By the time I return to the bar she’s produced a bowl of fish chowder, French bread and a glass of apple juice. Not asking what I want is her way of showing she cares. Maggie’s only fault is assuming she knows everything, from the island’s history to the dietary needs of every regular. When she answers the phone, her thin hand races across the pad as she scribbles down a fish order. The Rock isn’t just a pub; fishermen store their catches here, in the kitchen’s huge industrial fridges, leaving Maggie to broker deals with restaurants on the mainland. Over the years, she’s developed a winning technique: charm alternating with contempt. The chowder’s even better than I’d remembered, a smoky tang of haddock laced with cream, a hard kick of salt. The bowl soon empties, which returns the smile to my godmother’s face. She props both elbows on the bar, chocolate-brown eyes watching me.

‘What’s new, Ben?’

I attempt a relaxed shrug. ‘Not much. I’m just taking a break.’

‘I don’t see you for six months, and that’s all you’ve got to say?’

‘You know me, Maggie. Conversation’s not my best skill.’

I’m not ready to explain that my DCI has given me three months to decide whether my ten-year career as an undercover officer with the Murder Investigation Team should come to an end. The boss refused to accept my resignation, insisting on a cooling-off period, when I would rather have walked away. Maggie’s stare is so clear and unblinking, she seems to have guessed my predicament without being told.

‘Did you hear Laura Trescothick’s missing?’ She leans closer, elbows resting on the bar. ‘The kid didn’t show up for work this morning. No boats have sailed all day, except the Bryher Maid. She must be on the island somewhere.’

‘With some lad, probably.’

‘Her boyfriend hasn’t seen her. She’s not the type to let people down.’

An odd feeling crosses the back of my neck, as if someone has let in a blast of cold air. When I turn round to locate the chill, a woman is sitting alone by the fire, hands folded in her lap. Her face is a pale-skinned oval, sleek brown hair falling to her jaw, neat as a medieval pageboy. I turn away before she catches me gawking.

Maggie carries on talking about the missing girl. It’s a reminder that in a community of a hundred everyone knows your crises, whether you like it or not.

‘There’s a meeting at the community hall tomorrow,’ she says.

Her gaze is a direct challenge, but I don’t reply. The kid’s probably hiding in a mate’s attic to give her family a scare. After an awkward moment, the conversation switches to her son Patrick, a close friend when we were kids. He’s a vet now, in St Ives, married with a family, running a smallholding. An hour passes before she slides a single shot of rum across the bar.

‘One for the road, young man,’ she says, turning away to load the dishwasher.

I’m eternally grateful that she hasn’t asked how I’m coping. I toss the drink back, then fetch my coat, taking care not to stare at the brunette again. Dean Miller is still buried in his paper, a fresh beer at his elbow, oblivious to his surroundings. The dog falls into step by the door, giving a bark of irritation, as if I’ve dragged him from more important pursuits. The sound of the wind rises from a whisper to a shout as the door shuts behind me.

Back at the cottage, I pull off my boots in the porch and try to ignore the ghosts that press in from the walls. Instead I think about Laura Trescothick. She was on the verge of teenage beauty last summer, flying a kite on the beach with her friends, long hair streaming in the breeze. The cold in the bedroom makes me shiver as I undress, then the place suddenly plunges into darkness. I grope through the black air for candles. The generator should kick in immediately, but nothing happens. The island is reminding me that even basic amenities like heat and light can’t be trusted out here. It’s harder than ever to silence the questions that flood my head, as the candle gutters in the draught.
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Rose Austell’s cabin lies on the far side of the island, closer to the sea than any other building. It’s no larger than a wooden caravan, but she could never leave it behind, despite floods and vicious draughts, the holes appearing in its corrugated-iron roof. She’s alone in her kitchen when the lights flick out. Shock makes her release a muffled scream. Darkness scares her almost as much as visits from strangers, and official letters from the world outside. At fifty-five, she has only left Bryher a handful of times. She scrabbles for matches, and soon the space is lit by the orange glow from her paraffin lamp. The kitchen is lined with boxes of seeds and roots that she forages for all year. Sachets of valerian, sea-spurrey and bittersweet lie on her table, waiting to be made into ointments for muscle pain and arthritis. Rose pushes the ingredients aside, too distracted to work. She stares at the mobile phone her son Sam gave her, willing it to ring.

The news about Laura Trescothick has upset her all evening, a toxic cocktail of guilt and anxiety burning the pit of her stomach. Sam dated Laura for the best part of a year, but it ended badly. Rose can’t help picturing the girl’s face under the water, blonde hair shimmering, her beauty a fierce reproach. When her eyes blink open again, the ocean is battering the shore outside, grey and relentless. She has seen the granite coastline in all weathers, fifteen-foot waves somersaulting across the beach. Rose understands that the sea steals more than it gives. When she was a girl, her father told tales of Bryher’s wild history and the lawless men who ruled the Isles of Scilly for three centuries. Their fearless spirits seemed romantic, until she realised that her island still lay in the smugglers’ grip. She has good reason to hate them now.

Rose peers from the window again, praying that Sam will return, but seeing only Tresco’s dark outline, the moon blinded by clouds. She presses her fingers over her lips to stifle another cry. Laura is missing, and so is her only child, but there’s nothing she can do.
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Terns are squealing when my eyes open. My headache has made a comeback, the day starting with a stream of curses as I haul myself into the cold, but at least the power supply is working again. The cottage looks worse by daylight: cork tiles on the bathroom floor curling at the edges, the generator in need of a service, and weeds covering the allotment where my mother grew spinach and potatoes. The waves outside hiss like playground bullies, slapping and jeering as they assault the beach. Shadow’s doing his best to trip me up, a blur of excitement whirling at my feet, barking at full volume, desperate to greet the day.

‘Bloody hound,’ I mutter, yanking up the zip on my coat.

It’s clear no ferries will sail this morning. The tide is battering the shore, reminding me that Hell Bay was named for good reason. For nine months of the year the water is tranquil, but winter’s infernal storms blow in from the west until it requires muscle to wrench open your front door. Hell Bay Hotel glitters with prosperity at the end of the sweeping beach. A night in an ocean-view room in high season retails for a small fortune, with the guarantee of impeccable food and accommodation. If I screw up my eyes I can see Zoe Morrow standing on the terrace, small as a stick figure in the distance. She’s dressed from head to toe in electric blue, short hair dyed platinum since we hit our teens. I shade my eyes to view her more clearly. She’s giving an enthusiastic two-handed wave, beckoning me over. In her glory days at college she planned to join a rock band and conquer the world, but her talent has been reduced to a hobby. After her dad’s heart attack, she put her singing career on hold. Her parents retired to Mevagissey, while her two brothers pursued careers on the mainland, leaving her to run the hotel alone. It would be polite to trot over to give her a hug, but I set off in the opposite direction. Shame, I suppose. I’d rather my best mate from school didn’t see me in a foul mood.

Fresh air is reviving me by the time I reach Droppy Nose Point, the rocky spur that juts into the Atlantic from Bryher’s southern point. It was my favourite place as a kid, for its daft name and huge granite outcrop that resembles an elephant’s head, trunk raised. The rocks here are bright green with algae, mussels clinging to them like clusters of grapes. It crosses my mind to search the beach to look for the missing girl. Maybe some boy brought her here, a row between them escalating into violence, but I have to remind myself that someone else is in charge. Cutting round Samson Hill brings me to the eastern side of the island, sheltered from the fierce breeze. The channel is calm as a mill pond, revealing the island’s split personality, the lush green outline of Tresco visible across New Grimsby Sound. The dog vanishes into a field of bracken as I skirt past South Cottage, hoping to avoid being spotted, but a man’s harsh voice calls out, loud as a drill sergeant’s.

‘Who’s that skulking behind my hedge?’

‘Ben Kitto, Tom.’

After twenty years, it still feels odd to use his first name, instead of Mr Horden. He was my form teacher at secondary school until he resigned in a hurry, for reasons unknown. His feet crunch rapidly on the gravel, but his appearance has changed. He stands with shoulders back, wearing a shirt and tie under his V-necked sweater, his face carved with deep lines. One of his eyes is as cloudy as milk, the other giving me the fierce grey stare that could reduce kids to tears in his maths lessons. The man’s house is uncompromising too, a block of raw stone, window frames painted black.

‘Come inside, boy. Say hello to my wife.’

‘I can’t today. Ray’s expecting me at the boatyard.’ It’s a lie, of course, but the bloke has always given me the creeps.

‘Let him wait.’

Horden seizes my elbow and propels me inside. A stream of unpleasant smells greets me: cabbage from last night’s dinner, bleach and overheated air. The odour reminds me of hospital corridors and suddenly I’m longing for a quick exit. He leads me into a kitchen lined with floral tiles that must have clung to the walls for decades, pots and pans gathering dust on the shelves.

‘Someone to see you, Emma. You remember Ben Kitto, don’t you? Mark and Helen’s youngest.’

Emma Horden used to be a smartly dressed woman with a placatory smile, always rattling a bucket for good causes outside Tresco church. She vanished for a few months after her husband’s resignation, and now she’s almost unrecognisable, overweight and stoop-shouldered in a drab pinafore, grey hair in rats’ tails. She looks me up and down, taking in my five o’clock shadow and ancient leather jacket, then shakes her head firmly.

‘Benesek sings in the choir. He’s the only boy that can hold a tune.’

‘That was a while back, Emma.’

‘Leave me alone, I don’t want strangers stealing my treasures.’ She seizes a ceramic bowl from the window ledge and cradles it against her chest. ‘Whoever you are, go home before the storm comes.’

‘That’s good advice. I just wanted to say hello while I was passing.’

The bowl she’s holding is filled with objects that glitter in the light filtering through the curtains; key rings, coins and seashells. Mr Horden looks awkward when we return to the hallway, his kitchen door closed to protect Emma from more confusion. ‘You’ll have to forgive her, she’s having a bad day.’

‘We all get those sometimes.’

‘Are you still fond of reading? You always had a book under your desk in my lessons.’ It’s hard to tell whether he’s joking, or blaming me for poor classroom behaviour twenty years ago.

‘Guilty as charged.’

His milky eye rolls in my direction. ‘Come by one evening, there’s a fine collection of novels here. No one uses them now.’

‘I’ll do that, Tom.’

‘Have you resigned from the police force?’

I shake my head. ‘Just taking a holiday.’

‘Pressure got too much for you, did it?’

‘I’m on leave, that’s all. I’d better get on.’

My ex-teacher’s questions leave me brooding. A fatal error has pushed me from my job, not the pressures of work. Most of my colleagues have forgiven me, but acceptance is a milestone I’ve yet to reach. Memories of school catch up with me as I follow drystone walls along the winding path towards the quay. We used to laugh at Horden’s expense, pupils spinning ridiculous stories because of his razor-sharp voice and the girls’ claims that he leered at them. It’s a relief to escape the loneliness emanating from the couple like a bad smell, Shadow at my heels as I walk north along the shore. The view of Tresco banishes my bad mood, its fields and gardens stretching out like miles of crushed green velvet.

Ray’s workshop doors are wide open, but there’s no sign of him. Sunlight is leaking through holes in the tin roof when I find him in the covered yard. The frame he’s building is twenty feet long, a traditional fishing boat, with keel and bass boards already in place. He looks up from his bandsaw to offer a smile of greeting.

‘It’s a lapstrake,’ he says. ‘For a lobsterman on St Mary’s.’

‘You’re using cedar?’

‘Built to last,’ he replies, nodding. ‘Finish it with me, if you like.’

I can’t find a reply. When I was a teenager, Ray offered to take me on as his apprentice; I loved spending time in the yard, but lacked his patience. It still bothers me that I left Bryher at eighteen without apologising properly for letting him down. The work he’s offering would take a month at least, but it’s impossible to imagine the boat’s hull forming under my hands after neglecting my skills for so long. Shadow seems to be waiting for my decision, pale eyes alert to every movement. I pick up a broom to gather wood shavings while my uncle carries on working. Sweeping was my childhood punishment for getting under his feet, but I do it willingly now, the flow of movement clearing my mind. It amazes me that Ray has coped here alone since his last workman retired. I spend an hour sorting materials into drawers: tacks, twine, half a dozen caulking irons. When I look at the quay again, the sky is a solid wall of cloud. Fishermen have brought their vessels round from the west to shelter, clinker boats lining the jetty. Some of them are familiar, names unchanged for generations: Clara Belle, Destiny, Scilly Lass. All I want is to close my eyes until the world settles again. But the boats are soothing to watch, floating in a shoal, colourful as children’s toys. It crosses my mind to tell Ray my dilemma, but personal chat has never been his forte.

After a few hours, my uncle switches off his saw and removes his goggles. I assume he’s breaking for lunch, but he reaches for his padded jacket.

‘Coming to the meeting? The police are over, from St Mary’s.’

‘I think I’ll skip it.’

He holds my gaze. ‘Everyone’ll be there.’

Avoidance isn’t an option; ignoring the meeting would be like announcing that I don’t give a damn whether a young girl lives or dies. I trudge after him reluctantly, Shadow chasing ahead of us on the cinder path.

The community hall looks smarter than when I was a kid, a large one-storey barn with new windows, Day-Glo-yellow walls even uglier now the clouds have lifted. Like most things on the island it’s multi-purpose, serving as scout hut, wedding venue, bingo hall and theatre. The interior smells of dust and floor polish, new blinds hanging at half-mast. Its high windows and pine floor resemble a school gymnasium, folding chairs laid out in ranks, but today there’s standing room only. I recognise most of the people here: Zoe’s a few metres away, spiky blonde hair ruffled by the wind, chatting to Maggie and Billy. Angie Helyer, a pretty, doll-faced redhead, flashes me a wide smile from the other side of the hall. She was a couple of years below me at school, but now she’s the owner of a small goat and chicken farm, the latest baby slung across her chest in a sling, her toddler crawling at her feet. Her husband Jim, one of my oldest friends, must be tending their animals. Even Rose Austell has emerged for the occasion, standing apart from the crowd, her face half hidden by a veil of witch-like black hair. Everyone looks expectant, waiting for instructions.

When Matt Trescothick takes the stage you could hear a pin drop. He was so much cooler than my older brother when I was a kid, his football skills and ease with girls filling me with envy. Even now there’s a glimpse of his teenage charisma, when he used to swagger down to the quay with Jenna on his arm. His rangy build, dark eyes and strong features would suit a movie star, mid-brown hair cropped close to his skull, but today he’s gaunt with exhaustion. It feels wrong to be sitting in the audience when I’d rather be next to him, observing the crowd for suspicious behaviour, even though I’ve known most of them all my life. The cop at his side is close to retirement age, showing his respect by wearing full uniform, epaulettes slick with gold brocade. He’s small-framed, with a narrow intelligent face, expression grave as he surveys the crowd.

‘I’m DCI Alan Madron, I’ll be co-ordinating today’s search. I’m sure the family are grateful so many of you have turned out. Is there anything you want to say before we get started, Mr Trescothick?’

Matt’s gaze skims the crowd without connecting. I know that blank-eyed stare too well; concentration is the first thing parents lose when they realise a missing child might not return. His voice is deeper than I remembered, roughened by cigarettes or booze.

‘Jenna wants me to thank you all; she was too upset to come. It means a lot that you’re all helping to find our girl.’

The muscles in Matt’s face are working overtime when he sits down again, with people murmuring their support. If this was a press call, his image would be smeared across the nation’s screens already, millions of viewers assuming he’s guilty. It’s a proven fact that most murder victims are killed by a family member, or someone they know well. I silence the thought before it takes root. All of my instincts are telling me to help the uniforms organise the crowd, even though the kid’s likely to be hiding somewhere, brooding about some secret grievance. Silence settles over the room when the DCI speaks again.

‘The island will be divided into quarters, one group sweeping each area. My officers will co-ordinate the search.’ He scans the room again. ‘Laura went up to her room around ten-thirty on Sunday night. Her mum heard her leave yesterday, Monday the first of March, around 6.15 a.m. She was due to start the breakfast shift at the hotel by seven. We know for a fact that she couldn’t have left the island by boat; the sea was too rough for crossings until midday. If anyone has any information about Laura, please talk to me or a member of my team.’

Madron’s statements make me grit my teeth. If I was in charge, I’d hold immediate interviews with the family to rule out suicide; the girl may have been facing pressures we know nothing about. Ray and I are first out of the hall when the meeting ends, Shadow in the distance, sheltering by a gorse bush. The island’s population is emerging into the fresh air, expressions ranging from gloom to determination. The DCI wastes no time in dividing us into groups. My heart sinks when I see that my team includes the Hordens. My old teacher’s eyes look even more disturbing from a distance; one pale as ice, the other dark and focused as a laser. When I turn round, the brunette from the pub is ten metres away, circled by a pool of cold sunlight. She’s taller than I imagined, long legs clad in tight jeans and red wellingtons, dark hair glistening. This time she catches me staring. She returns my gaze, unsmiling, before walking away.

The young PC leading my group is called Eddie Nickell. He looks like a sixth-form prefect, his face surrounded by a crop of blond curls, cheeks shiny with pride at being given special duties. He instructs us in slow monosyllables, as though he’s calming a gang of unruly five year olds. It sounds easy enough: search the beaches, lift manhole covers, check buildings and paths. When I look up again, Shadow is slinking into the distance, and for once I’d like to keep him company.

The only saving grace is that Zoe is in my team. We haven’t seen each other since her visit to London at Christmas, when she dragged me from one music venue to the next, ending our day riotously pissed in a tequila bar. She’s one of the few people I know who manages to stay consistently upbeat, her laughter always the loudest in the room, unwilling to let disasters dent her optimism. She looks as good as ever, with that Amazonian build, shock of white-blonde hair, almond-shaped dark eyes and freckles dusted over glowing skin. The wild curves of her figure would set my pulse racing if I hadn’t known her since I was three. She flings her arms round my neck to give me a hug. It’s been so long since anyone touched me that I make the most of it, then have to remind myself not to cling.

‘How are you, big man?’

‘Alive, last time I checked.’

‘What’s that on your face?’

‘A fashionable beard.’

‘What’s wrong with a decent close shave? You should have told me you were coming home, I’d have hung out the flags.’

‘It wasn’t planned.’

She narrows her eyes. ‘You travelled all night on a whim?’

‘Pretty much.’ Shadow appears at my side, unwilling to be left out.

‘That’s one hell of a dog. Is he yours?’

‘By default, yeah.’

‘I wouldn’t fancy meeting you in a dark wood.’ The dog responds ecstatically to Zoe’s petting, with a frenzy of tail-wagging. ‘But you’re a cutie, aren’t you?’

‘Keep him, please. I can’t stand dogs.’

‘You’re mean. He just needs some love.’

At last we set off to search the north-eastern quarter of the island. We’re a motley bunch, ages ranging from late teens through to seventies, representing every local family. Dean Miller is traipsing behind us, a white streak of paint marking the sleeve of his jacket, his eyes fixed on the horizon. The artist seems more interested in finding inspiration for his paintings than looking for the missing girl. The party walks north at a snail’s pace. It falls to me to lift the manhole cover behind the shop, then lower myself into the black hole until my feet hit the concrete storm drain at the bottom; my torch reveals nothing except a stream of black slurry, and a few rats vanishing into the distance. I hold my breath, trying not to inhale the ripe stench of sewage. Zoe’s smile has vanished when I climb out again, as if the girl’s absence has finally hit home.

‘Do you really think Laura’s been hurt?’

‘Let’s hope not, but it gets more likely as time passes.’ I lower the manhole cover back into place. ‘How long has she worked for you?’

‘Since last July. She’s saving to do a drama course this autumn.’

‘A star in the making. What’s the kid like?’

‘Great, actually. I thought about laying her off with the other casuals, but she was desperate for cash, so I found bits of cleaning and decorating, to pay her a few quid over the winter. She’s got this wicked sense of humour, imitating people all the time.’

‘Has she got a boyfriend?’

‘Danny Curnow, but his parents don’t approve.’

I raise my eyebrows. The Curnows are the island’s wealthiest family, made welcome because they invest in local businesses. Jay Curnow owned a building company on the mainland, then got a divorce and married a woman twenty years his junior, had a late child. It seems unlikely that the pampered son of a millionaire would resort to violence, even though young women are more likely to be attacked by their partners than anyone else.

We’ve reached a row of fishing huts. There’s nothing inside except nets and crab pots, air still tainted by last season’s catch. We progress slowly along the footpath, sweeping the beer garden behind the Rock, grass rough underfoot as we head north. Cromwell’s Castle looms over the coast of Tresco; it looks impregnable, high grey turrets protecting it from attack. Hangman Island almost fills the narrow channel between the islands. No one knows how it got its name, but the locals think it was used for executions. It certainly looks ghost-ridden today, a raw outcrop of granite jutting from the sea.

‘I used to swim out there with Steve Parfitt for crazy teenage sex,’ Zoe says.

‘You minx.’ I carry on scanning the ground, not telling her that it’s old news. Her boyfriend bragged about it to every lad at school. ‘What happened to Steve?’

‘Bank manager, in Truro.’

‘I seem to remember you hating his guts.’

‘Ancient history.’ She smiles widely. ‘I’m off men, since my last romantic disaster. Singlehood suits me better.’

‘Each to their own. Celibacy isn’t my idea of fun.’ I pick up a carrier bag but find it empty, the plastic billowing like a streamer in the wind.

‘It beats dealing with the misfits I always choose. Come back to the hotel later; I’ll tell you how I’ve been channelling my energies.’

After another hour, we reach the island’s northernmost point, Badplace Hill rearing over us. Our search has provided a tour of sites famous for shipwrecks and smuggling. We’ve turned over stones, checked potting sheds and empty holiday cottages, but the return journey reveals nothing except the fading light. PC Nickell’s face has lost its veneer of excitement by the time he commends our efforts then sends us on our way.

‘Come for that drink.’ Zoe grabs my sleeve then grinds to an abrupt halt, staring up at me. ‘Why not tell me what’s bothering you on the way?’

‘There’s nothing to report.’

‘I’ve got eyes, Ben. Is work getting you down?’

‘Just something that can’t be changed.’ I’ve grown so used to lying about my job, it’s easier to stay quiet.

‘You’re still as open as a razor clam.’ She prods a finger at my chest. ‘I know you, remember? Sooner or later you’ll have to talk.’

‘Later, preferably, but thanks for the offer.’

Describing a hole in your life doesn’t make it vanish, it just makes it deeper than before. She threads her arm through mine as we carry on walking.

Zoe updates me about life at the hotel as we leave the search party. It’s been a profitable year, but her dreams of becoming a professional singer are still out of reach. Soon the hotel will close for two weeks of refurbishment, before the spring rush, leaving her free to contact agencies on the mainland and persuade them to offer her gigs. Now she’s blathering about interior design styles she’s keen to try in the hotel bedrooms. I zone out when she waxes lyrical about distressed woodwork and modernist furniture.

‘What happened to that solicitor you were seeing, on St Mary’s?’ I ask.

‘The guy was way too keen. Pity, he was a brilliant cook.’

‘That was his biggest virtue?’

She releases a quick laugh. ‘Your mind’s still in the gutter, Ben.’

I feel a pang of guilt. For the first time in weeks I’m teasing someone and letting myself be teased in return. Laughter activates unused muscles, an ache in my chest when I try to speak. Something catches my eye as we trudge back to Hell Bay. On top of Gweal Hill a thin figure stands alone, looking out to sea. He slips a pair of binoculars into the pocket of his dark coat, the light spilling from his torch quickly extinguished.

‘Who’s that on the hill?’

Zoe looks up quickly, but the figure has vanished. I’m left to wonder who would stare out at the empty waves late on a winter afternoon, when the wind’s strong enough to lift you off your feet.

The hotel’s panoramic windows are lit up to greet us, around a dozen guests visible inside the Atlantic Bar. Zoe rushes inside to check that the reception area is running smoothly while the hotel operates on skeleton staff. A gaggle of punters is grouped round a single large table, Angie Helyer serving drinks from a silver tray. She must have dropped her kids at the farm then raced back to start her waitressing shift. It’s a fact of life that most of Bryher’s inhabitants need two jobs to survive. Angie bounces over, her frame as diminutive as a pixie, features delicate when she peers up at me.

‘It’s good to have you back. Jim wanted to come on the search, but someone had to mind Noah and Lily.’

‘You still look like a sixth-former, Angie. They can’t be your kids.’

She rolls her eyes. ‘You old charmer. What’s your poison these days?’

‘Grolsch, please. But I can’t stay long, my brother’s skyping later.’

‘Have you heard Zoe’s new songs yet?’

‘She’s been saving them for me.’

‘Find yourself a table and I’ll put on the CD. You’re in for a treat.’

There’s still no sign of Zoe when music filters through the speakers at low volume. Her voice is always a pleasure to hear, a smoky version of Adele, tugging at the heartstrings, but the new melody beats anything she’s written before. It sounds like she’s tapped into the island’s frequency. When I close my eyes I can see the cliffs at Shipman Head pleated in granite folds, and the treeless face of Samson, pitted with ancient graves. She’s conjured the islands’ moods perfectly, the rocky headlands silhouetted against an infinity of sky. It’s so absorbing that I’m still lost in the music when Zoe reappears.

‘Trust Angie to embarrass me,’ she mutters. ‘I never play my own stuff in the bar.’

‘Your voice sounds better than ever. It’s the first time you’ve written about the islands, isn’t it?’

‘I’m not all froth and nonsense, you know.’ Her smile widens with relief. ‘Thank God you like the songs. I’ve already sent them out to agencies.’

‘How would you juggle gigs with running this place?’

She shrugs her shoulders. ‘I love it here, but this place has taken enough years of my life.’

We carry on talking about her escape plans until I drain the last of my beer, then lean over to kiss her cheek. ‘I’d better move. Catch up soon, Zoe.’

When I scan the bar again, Angie is busy chatting to a guest, so I wave goodbye across the half-empty bar then launch myself into the cold. The light from the hotel weakens as I trudge home. There’s no sign of Shadow, even though I whistle for him; maybe he’s cut his losses and found a better place to stay.

My brother skypes at precisely eight o’clock, a ritual he’s followed twice a week since our mother died. It’s always a jolt to see his face; a healthier version of mine with the same black hair, except his is carefully groomed. He leans forwards to study me.
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‘Beautifully written and expertly plotted, this is a masterclass’

LAURA WILSON, GUARDIAN
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