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Friday 25 August


Jez Cardew knows he’s in danger the moment his eyes open. He’s lying on his back, soaked to the skin, with pain throbbing inside his skull. The stars look blurred and out of place. A midnight-blue canopy hangs overhead, glinting with light, like a child’s drawing covered in too much glitter. When he drags in a breath, the sharp tang of brine hits the back of his throat. All he can remember is leaving St Agnes, alone on his father’s boat, then blacking out. Now there’s smooth fibreglass under his fingertips instead of the cabin cruiser’s scratched varnish.


He succumbs to the darkness, and when his eyes open again, there’s a figure up ahead in the wheelhouse. Relief floods through him; a local fisherman must be ferrying him home, but he still can’t understand how he’s ended up on someone else’s boat. There’s a burning pain at the back of his skull, and trying to sit up makes him dizzy. When he touches the wound, he can feel blood coursing down his neck.


‘Who’s there?’ he calls out.


Silence hangs on the summer air as the wind holds its breath. The shadow man doesn’t reply. Jez peers over the gunwale, but there’s no sign of land, which doesn’t make sense. The Scillies are grouped so close together, you can always see lights from neighbouring islands, but now there’s only the ocean’s dark expanse.


‘Answer me, please,’ he yells out, suddenly afraid. ‘Where are we going?’


‘Offshore.’ The voice is a soft murmur.


‘I need a doctor.’


There’s a loud burst of laughter. ‘You won’t get one on the Atlantic Strait.’


Jez tries to stand, but tumbles back to the deck. He feels himself drift in and out of consciousness. His strength is finally returning when his eyes open again. The boat has anchored. There’s a sharp pain in his left wrist; he didn’t notice before, but someone has bound it with twine that cuts into his skin, too tight to loosen. His confusion is mixed with wild panic. The sea’s motion rocks the boat from starboard to port. It rises with one swell, dropping with the next, the waves’ murmur filling his ears like whispered threats.


‘What the hell is this?’


He can just reach the pager he always carries in case there’s a shout from the lifeboat house, but it’s no use to him now. Its only purpose is to signal that a boat is in trouble, but he’s the one in need of rescue. Fear surges in his stomach again when the figure in the wheelhouse turns round. It’s too dark to see details; he can only listen as the man winds the anchor back up from the seabed, setting the boat adrift. He is dragged to his feet by his free wrist, and hears another peal of laughter as he hits the gunwale.


‘Come on, you hero. Show me how brave you are now.’


Jez battles hard to stay upright, but he’s shoved backwards, plunging into the sea. The brutal cold cancels his pain, and waves roar in his ears; the sound is ugly, like a football crowd jeering. He spits out brine, thrashing his legs to stay afloat. His left wrist is tied to the gunwale, and now the boat’s engine is churning. He’s dragged along in its wake, fighting to keep his head above water. He can’t die like this. Not before he reaches thirty, on a calm August night when he’s just found his path.


The boat comes to a halt again ten metres ahead; its lights shine like a beacon, promising safety, yet the man on board seems determined to watch him drown.


Jez tears at his wrist, but the knot won’t shift. His training as a lifeboatman has taught him to conserve energy in a crisis. Lie on your back and float like a starfish, the trainer said, but instinct makes him tread water, to keep the cold at bay. Maybe this is a mate’s sick idea of a joke. He manages to drag himself along the rope back to the boat, but when he tries to climb on board, the man kicks him away. Panic saps his strength. There’s no land in sight; he keeps hoping for a glimpse of the islands, but he’s surrounded by miles of unbroken sea.


He cries out for help as the boat speeds away, even though his only witnesses are the waves and sky. A current pulls him under, and pain sears through his wrist. The hymn sung at his grandfather’s funeral echoes in his mind. Eternal Father, strong to save, whose arm hath bound the restless wave… The melody plays on, but the words are lost as the boat’s engine reaches full power. Black water surges over his head; he struggles to breathe, but the sea’s embrace is too powerful to resist.
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Saturday 26 August


I can think of better ways to spend an off-duty morning in late summer. I’m standing in Janet Fearnley’s living room in Hugh Town, with arms outstretched like a scarecrow, while she jabs at me with pins. I should be grateful that Scilly’s best seamstress is prepared to adjust my wedding suit only a week before the event, but I’d rather be on the beach. My junior colleague from the police, Eddie Nickell, smirks at me from his seat in the corner. He’s become a friend since he joined the local force, even though his sunny disposition grates on me occasionally. We share a passion for sea swimming, and have seen even more of each other since we both joined the lifeboat crew. Eddie has agreed to be my best man, because my brother Ian will be cutting it fine, flying in from America hours before our wedding. Eddie’s suit fits his slim build so well, no changes were required, while I’m the poor sod being stuck with pins. This is the first time he’s seen me attempt to look smart, which seems to amuse him no end. The heat only adds to my discomfort. It’s just 10 a.m., but the temperature is rocketing, even though the window’s wide open.


‘My husband, Trevor, was an outdoor type, like you,’ Janet says. ‘He always hated being cooped up indoors. Are you planning to do the swimathon again?’


‘I’ve signed up, but there’s been no time for exercise since Noah came along.’


‘How old is he now?’


‘Three months, and full of beans.’


‘You’ll have to teach him to swim.’


‘He loves the water already.’ I watch her hands flying across the fabric. ‘Has the lifeboat festival been keeping you busy, Janet?’


‘It’s taken a while, with events all over Scilly, but it’s got off to a great start.’


I catch sight of a boxful of RNLI badges on her table. ‘Did you send me some of those a few days back?’


‘I got a packet too,’ Eddie chips in. ‘Someone had drawn a figure dangling from a yardarm on the note, like a kid playing hangman. I thought it was some kind of joke.’


Janet looks surprised. ‘That’s odd. I got a thousand made, to give away for donations; no one on the committee mentioned doing a mailshot.’


‘Maybe they’re meant for kids on the off-islands. I didn’t see a note with mine,’ I reply. ‘It looks like most families are helping the festival one way or another.’


‘We’re determined to beat last year’s total.’


‘You always do.’


‘It feels important, since losing Trevor.’


‘Everyone appreciates the work you do.’


Janet lost her husband only last year while he was on a sea-fishing trip, alone on his boat, yet she’s finished grieving, in public at least. The woman’s over seventy but still making immaculate wedding dresses and suits. She’s worn the same steadfast smile for the past half hour, while she adjusts my jacket. Janet is a typical Scillonian; she’s lived on the islands all her life and remains positive through good times and bad. Maybe the classic books on her shelves help her to relax; I can see Paradise Lost, Romeo and Juliet, and several poetry anthologies.


When I look out of the window, three islanders manning a stall by the side of the road selling cakes and home-made lemonade as part of the week-long festival. There will be a play by local kids at the town hall, stand-up comedy and gigs in the pubs, as well as several fetes. I see evidence of Janet’s involvement all over her living room: rolled-up posters, raffle prizes, and stacks of flyers.


‘Are you looking forward to the wedding, Ben?’


‘Not the dressing-up bit; the picnic on the beach is more my style. I hope you’re coming?’


‘I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Nina’s dress is a beauty, if I say so myself. She’ll make a perfect bride.’ Janet points at the mirror. ‘Take a look at yourself now, Ben.’


I don’t spend much time gazing at my reflection, for obvious reasons. My face proves that sleep deprivation is the new normal, thanks to my son being an early riser. Janet’s full-length mirror shows a man pushing forty, with a giant frame, a mess of black hair, dark smudges under his mud-green eyes, and an ugly five o’clock shadow. Eddie appears to have sprung from a higher species. He looks tanned and relaxed, while I frown at the mirror.


‘The jacket’s great,’ I say. ‘Shame about the rest.’


Janet rolls her eyes. ‘No false modesty, please; you and Nina should model for Bride and Groom.’


‘I could pass as a caveman right now.’


‘More like Poldark, on a grand scale. Two more minutes, then you’re done.’


The woman’s fingers move at the speed of light, pinning and tucking, while I keep my arms raised.


I can see my fiancée from the window. Nina stands further along Hugh Town beach, with our son in his buggy, her chocolate-brown hair glinting in the morning sun. I watch her stoop down to show Noah some stone or shell she’s picked from the sand. It’s a relief to see her looking well. She almost died giving birth to him three months ago, but no one would guess it now. Motherhood suits her, and Noah was born content. He wakes at four every morning, ready for life’s adventures. I can’t explain why our family life still feels like a house of cards. Maybe it’s because the cardiologist in Penzance insists on seeing Nina every three months, to check her heart function, even though she appears fit and healthy. I can tell that my wolfdog, Shadow, is unsettled too; the creature suffers from wanderlust most days, but now he’s glued to Nina’s side, his pale fur drenched with brine.


‘It’s too quiet out there,’ I mutter under my breath.


‘How do you mean?’ Janet peers up at me.


‘Nothing’s stirring, not even the wind.’


‘It’s a lovely summer day. Enjoy it while it lasts.’


I take in the view while she works her magic on the mid-blue fabric that I chose for myself and my uncle Ray. The off-islands shimmer in the distance, shrouded in heat haze, the Atlantic a pool of molten silver with barely a ripple. A crowd of island kids are building sandcastles, clearly overjoyed that school won’t reopen for another two weeks.


‘We’re almost done, you’ll be glad to know,’ Janet says.


There’s a sudden bleeping sound, which triggers a rush of adrenaline. Instinct makes me pull off the jacket immediately, scattering pins. Eddie’s RNLI buzzer echoes mine, and he’s already on his feet. We often miss rescue missions when we’re patrolling the off-islands, but today there’s no avoiding it. Janet remains calm as I apologise for rushing away. Every islander recognises the alarm call for lifeboat crew, and she’s run the RNLI support team for years. She wishes us luck before we sprint downstairs from her flat on Fore Street, and I shout back, asking her to let Nina know I’m on a rescue.


We’re only a few minutes from the two-hundred-year-old lifeboat house, poised above Hugh Town Harbour. Nina won’t be thrilled if I’m late home. I’m on holiday from police duties for the whole week, and promised to ferry wedding paraphernalia home to Bryher on our boat, but it can’t be helped. I joined the crew last year, even though my attitude to risk has changed since Noah came along. I push my doubts aside as we burst through the doors of the lifeboat house. We’re among the first to arrive, so we’re bound to be on today’s mission, whether or not the call-out’s serious.


The coxswain, Liam Quick, is too busy pulling on his oilskins to greet us. He’s around fifty, athletic, with a mariner’s weather-beaten face, mid-blond hair and a short-lived smile. He’s the only full-time professional member of the island crew. We all know how passionate he is about his job; he takes every shout seriously, even when the risk to life is minimal. The coastguard loudspeaker is blaring at full volume, giving nautical coordinates for a missing boat. My temperature rises even higher as I pull on my kit. It’s punishing on a hot day; the yellow and black suit has wrist and neck seals to prevent water getting inside, plus boots with steel toecaps. The final touch is a pre-inflated life jacket and a safety helmet, known as a Gecko.


I’m sweating by the time another crew member appears. Constable Isla Tremayne is out of breath from sprinting here. Our boss will be outraged that most of his five-strong police team are going on a rescue, but Madron’s temper is easy to ignite. My old school friend Paul Keast arrives next. I’m relieved to see him. He’s been a lifeboatman for twenty years and is always solid in a crisis. I’m busy listening to the cox’s briefing when the next two crew members roll up, so I don’t catch their faces, but the rescue is already underway. A vessel is missing off the coast of St Agnes, with two local men believed to be on board.


The lifeboat is anchored in the bay, forcing us to pile into our D-class speedboat to reach it. The festival organisers will be pleased about passers-by seeing us in action, leading to bigger donations. I feel a rush of excitement as the launch slides down the runway and hits the water. It rattles my bones as it scuds along at top speed, soon reaching the islands’ main lifeboat. Its seventeen-metre-long hull is dark blue, but the fo’c’sle, deck and wheelhouse carry the RNLI’s distinctive dayglow orange, making it visible for miles. All mariners associate that luminous colour with safety, even when the lifeboat is just a pinprick on the horizon in a force nine gale.


Every crew member follows the drill as we jump on board. Liam is skipper and Stuart Cardew acts as navigator; he’s already staring down at the GPS system when the engine fires into life. I remain in the wheelhouse as spare man, to run messages to the rest of the crew, grabbing the handrail when the twin engines activate. They’re so powerful, the floor shudders. The bow thruster ignites, giving us an extra burst of power as we set off to locate the stricken vessel. We hit top speed in moments, twenty-five knots per hour, and I can’t hear much through my Gecko except the engines’ roar. St Mary’s Sound passes in a blur, with the spikes of Bartholomew Ledges spearing from the sea like blackened teeth. It’s a reminder that the waters around Scilly are full of hazards. The islands are the peaks of a submerged mountain range, with hundreds of sharp crags just beneath the surface. No mariner can rely on their GPS system alone to avoid shipwreck; they have to understand the tides.


I hear a tinny voice on the radio announcing that the rescue helicopter has been scrambled. It will take fifteen minutes to cross from the mainland. More details are already blaring from the radio. Two men set off on a cabin cruiser from St Agnes late last night, but no one reported it missing until now, which strikes me as odd. Why would any boat get into trouble on a flat, calm sea? Surely they had a phone or radio to summon help if the engine failed?


When I peer out of the window again, the islands have vanished; we’re sailing west into open water. The sea is feigning innocence. Its appearance is more like the Mediterranean than the cold Atlantic. It’s powder blue, glassy with sunshine, no other boats in sight.
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Sam Austell arrives late for the shout. The lifeboat is just an orange speck on the horizon. He’d love to be on board. Two other men are in the boathouse, listening for news of the mission, but their closed body language announces that he’s not welcome, even though he’s been in the crew for six months. He catches sight of his face reflected on the computer screen when he peers at the coordinates sent by the coastguard. He’s pale and scrawny, even though he’s in his mid-twenties, and takes good care of himself. He still resembles the drug dealers he hung around with in Penzance before his stretch in prison. It’s no surprise that some of the lifeboat crew objected to him joining.


When he glances around, he witnesses reminders that local volunteers have risked their lives at sea for a hundred and fifty years. The waters here are among the most dangerous in the UK, especially when the Atlantic delivers harsh winter storms to the islands’ shores. A picture on the wall shows Bishop Rock lighthouse, three miles west of Scilly, with a giant wave crashing over its roof, even though it’s fifty metres high. The board beside it records every rescue mission, resulting in lives lost or saved, for the past century. Names of volunteers who won bravery medals are recorded there too. It’s a roll call of the great and the good in Scilly. Sam would love to join that band of heroes one day, if he can persuade the crew to acknowledge his existence. When he asks for details of the shout, only one man replies. The other scowls at him like he’s filth stuck to the sole of his shoe.


‘Your mate Jez Cardew’s missing, on his dad’s boat.’


Sam is too shocked to reply. He was with Jez until around 9 p.m. last night, but he never heard him return to the house they share with their landlord. He takes a slow walk back to the room he’s rented since leaving his mother’s cabin on Bryher after she nursed him back to health.


Hugh Town beach is dotted with fishing boats stranded by the tide, their mooring ropes lying slack on the sand. Families are strolling in the sunshine eating ice cream, like all’s right with the world. Sam stands on the pathway, gazing at the shallow waves, hoping his friend is safe. He inhales one more lungful of peace, then heads home. A woman rattles her collection box at him, bearing the RNLI’s logo. Instinct makes him drop spare change into the slot. Even he might need their support one day.


His accommodation looks best from the outside. It’s a two-storey terraced building on Quay Street, made from local grey stone, which would have been a fisherman’s cottage years ago. The property belongs to Callum Moyle now, and Sam is grateful to him for providing him and Jez with building jobs and a place to stay. Many islanders would never allow an ex-offender inside their home. The place is no palace, but it’s his only option for now. The living-room wallpaper carries a floral pattern that’s decades out of date; the air smells of tobacco and stale beer, with old pizza boxes littering the coffee table. The carpet is stained and dusty, full of sand trodden in from the beach.


He peers inside Jez’s bedroom upstairs. It’s a mess, as usual. The door hangs open, with his entire life on display; clothes are heaped on the floor beside the steel-capped boots he wears on building sites. Sam prefers to keep his own space neat. It’s a habit he learned in prison.


When he enters his room, he notices straight away that something’s missing. His phone should be on his bedside table. He’s still searching for it when someone raps on the door. Callum Moyle barges in before he can reply, making him uneasy; his landlord rarely stands on ceremony, and Sam has noticed tension between him and Jez for months. Moyle is ten years older than his two lodgers, in his late thirties, with a strong build. He’s thick-necked and muscular from years of physical labour, his brown hair razored close to his skull. He has few friends, due to his abrasive manner. Sam can’t understand why a man who owns a property and a small but successful building business always seems fed up. This morning, Moyle’s eyes look bloodshot, proving that he spent too long in the pub last night, his smile verging on a sneer.


‘Where’s lover boy?’ he asks.


‘On his dad’s boat somewhere. The lifeboat’s searching for him now.’


‘That’s shit timing,’ Moyle says, his grin fading. ‘It’s screwed my plans for the day. I want that kitchen finished, fast.’


‘He’s been missing all night, Callum. He could be in trouble.’


‘I’ve still got a contract to deliver.’


‘You gave us the weekend off.’


‘Change of plan, we need to keep going. You can have the morning, but be there by two, all right? Bring his lordship, when he gets back from his adventure.’ Moyle grabs a padded envelope from the table and thrusts it into his hands. ‘This came for you yesterday. Don’t leave your crap lying around, all right?’


Moyle struts away, and Sam’s sense of helplessness increases. He needs the work, even if that means never getting time off. He still can’t believe that Jez is missing, and now his phone’s gone too, with his whole life locked inside. He must have dropped it somewhere last night.


Sam opens the envelope in his room. The contents don’t make sense: a handful of RNLI badges and a handwritten note, with a child’s version of a hangman scene in the corner. A stickman dangles at the end of a rope, head bowed forward on his broken neck. The words below are scrawled in uneven capitals:




‘ONE FOOT IN SEA, AND ONE ON SHORE, TO ONE THING CONSTANT NEVER.’





Why would anyone send him an anonymous message that makes no sense?


He stares out of the window. Hugh Town Harbour looks tranquil. Its quaint fishermen’s cottages are protected from high tides by the quay’s long arm, yet Sam has never felt more vulnerable.
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The sky is still cloudless as we bump over flat water. Isla and Paul are on deck as lookouts because the portholes below deck give a restricted view, due to the boat’s safety design. Every feature on board has been tested to destruction. I know for a fact that the vessel is almost unsinkable; it’s self-righting, even when partly flooded, in the worst sea conditions imaginable. I’ve been on board in a gale-force storm. The boat did a 360-degree roll, with no injuries to crew or kit. It felt like being locked in a giant washing machine on spin cycle, yet we only sustained a few bruises.


When I scan the deck, everything appears in good order. There’s a hydraulic haulage system to lower the small Y-class boat into the water, for cave rescues and going ashore, and dozens of life jackets and buoys are neatly stowed away, yet that’s not where my concern lies. The coastguard has told us that two young men are missing on a vessel that should have returned to St Mary’s last night, and they may already have come to grief. We’re close to the Atlantic shipping lane, where any drifting vessel is in danger. Several small craft have been sliced in two by freighters over the past ten years. Cargo ships are so powerful, they take a mile to slow down, and fishing vessels may not be sighted in bad weather. I keep my eyes glued to the ocean’s surface. Any broken timbers floating past will signal bad news, but so far, the water’s clear.


The rescue helicopter is buzzing overhead already. Its downdraught blows hot air in my face and scatters ripples across the water’s surface. The chopper can assist for up to three hours, over a two-hundred-mile range, before having to refuel. The air crew have a better chance of spotting the boat or a casualty than us, using a thermal imaging system that picks up swimmers as red dots on the sea’s cold surface. I stare out at the horizon, but it’s not long before my eyes start to play tricks. The sun’s dazzle makes judging distances a challenge. The smallest wave can look like a body rolling in the water.


I go back into the wheelhouse once the speed drops; we’re following the course a stricken vessel would have taken last night, at the mercy of tidal currents. The skipper keeps both hands on the wheel, gazing straight ahead. Liam Quick’s 20/20 eyesight has earned him the nickname ‘Hawkeye’, because he’s spotted so many victims in the water. I can tell how at ease he feels, after hundreds of missions. Stuart Cardew looks much less relaxed. The man’s a likeable character, around fifty-five, well known across the islands. He teaches music at Five Islands school and plays folk tunes in a local pub every month. I’ve listened to him strumming his guitar since I was in my teens. His grey hair is always tied in a ponytail, and his full beard makes him look like Captain Birdseye. There’s none of his usual laid-back manner today; his skin is grey as he watches the GPS tracker for blips on the radar. He flinches when I touch his shoulder.


‘Are you okay, Stuart?’


‘I’ve had better days. The wife doesn’t know I’m here.’


‘Want me to navigate so you can call her?’


‘I’d rather keep busy.’


The penny drops when I study his pinched features again. ‘Is it your boat that’s missing?’


‘My son borrowed it for a trip to St Agnes with Sam Austell.’ His frown deepens. ‘He promised to get it back to Hugh Town Harbour this morning, but never did. They’re not answering their phones.’


‘You’re sure they didn’t stay on St Agnes overnight?’


‘I’ve called people already. The boat’s not been seen.’


‘Remember that shout last year when a yacht slipped its mooring? We spent hours searching, but the skipper was having lunch ashore with mates, safe and sound. This’ll be the same.’


‘Let’s hope you’re right.’


‘Jez can handle himself at sea, Stuart. He won a medal for it, remember?’


His frown remains in place. ‘I wouldn’t trust Sam in a crisis, that’s the trouble.’


‘Don’t worry, he passed his RNLI training with flying colours.’


Cardew seems immune to comfort, and reassurance won’t help until the boat’s found. He remains a hundred per cent focused on the satellite’s green dots pulsing on the screen, like he’s forgotten how to blink.


I know how badly the crew would react if two of our youngest volunteers were lost. Some members weren’t thrilled about Sam Austell joining, but Jez was awarded the RNLI’s highest medal for bravery, for jumping onto a sinking trawler in terrible conditions. Heroism doesn’t matter today, though. There’s an unspoken bond that unites us; it comes from regular training sessions, shared goals, and dangerous rescue missions all year round. I see the team as an extended family.


Jez Cardew is Eddie’s cousin, with the same blond good looks. He’s in his late twenties, a builder by trade, and is dedicated to his role as a lifeboatman, like all the other men in his family, even though he seems relaxed about everything else in his life. Sam Austell is a different case entirely. He’s always been a troubled soul; his life spun out of control a few years back and he ended up in prison on the mainland for drug dealing. I had to argue hard for him to be accepted into the crew after he was released because I knew it would help him reintegrate. They agreed eventually, but some still question the decision.


Michael Kerrigan is the first crew member I see down in the hold. He’s the islands’ only Catholic priest, known as Father Mike by the islanders and trusted by everyone. It helps that he’s always approachable. He’s in his fifties, but he still referees at local football matches, and visits the Ship pub most weekends, to play darts and enjoy a quiet pint. He told me once that people share their woes over a drink more easily than in a confessional booth. He offers me a gentle smile, then checks his phone, like he’s still worried about needy parishioners, even though we’re miles out at sea.


Eddie is standing close to the window, his nose millimetres from the glass. My deputy no longer looks like a bright sixth-former hoping for A grades. His shoulders are slumped when he turns to face me. He must have heard the news about his cousin from the radio blaring in the wheelhouse.


‘I saw Jez with Sam Austell last night, at the Turk’s Head,’ he says.


‘What time was that?’


‘Eightish. Me and Michelle took our boat over to St Agnes; Jez was there when we arrived. I haven’t seen much of him lately, except on shouts.’


‘The pair of you always seem close.’


‘The kids keep me busy most nights, but Jez is more like a brother than a cousin.’ His gaze returns to the open sea. ‘We were in the same year at school. I checked GPS for his phone, just now. There’s no signal coming back.’


‘Maybe it’s switched off. Did you speak to Sam last night, too?’


He shakes his head. ‘He was in his own world; I think he left after one drink.’


‘Track him down, can you, if your phone’s still live.’


‘I got hold of Callum Moyle just now. He says Sam got back early, but they haven’t seen Jez.’


‘Have you told the cox Sam’s on shore?’


‘Not yet.’


‘I’ll let him and Stuart know. Did you see Jez sail away from the pub last night?’


He shakes his head. ‘We were inside, paying the bill. I’ll keep calling people for more info.’


Eddie grabs his phone – he’s always at his best with a task to complete – but there’s a shout from above. We both rush up the metal steps from the hold and see Stuart Cardew still looking tense, the anxiety on his face increases when he and the cox hear that Sam Austell made it home safe, but no one has spotted Jez yet. The helicopter pilot is announcing new coordinates, which blare from the radio. They’ve sighted a small boat drifting one mile to our west.


‘Not in the shipping lane, is it?’ Eddie asks.


Cardew shakes his head. ‘It’s too close for my liking, Christ knows why he hasn’t sent a mayday. Maybe the radio’s buggered.’


‘Does Jez often borrow your boat?’


‘Two or three nights a week. The Turk’s Head on St Agnes is his favourite pub these days. Why the hell did Sam go home back separately, if they set off together?’


‘We’ll find out. They both live with Callum Moyle, don’t they?’


‘Those two are a bad influence; Callum only cares about money, and Sam’s a troublemaker. I keep telling Jez to move.’


‘Try not to worry, we’ll soon track him down.’


When I go on deck, the lifeboat is gathering speed, with half a mile of wash reeling behind us like a comet’s tail. It will only take two minutes to reach the cabin cruiser, and tension is lifting from my shoulders already. Chances are Jez will be on deck wearing an embarrassed smile, but help is on hand if he’s injured. The helicopter overhead is keeping pace with us. The downdraught spits brine into my eyes, and a paramedic is sitting in the open doorway, dressed in the air ambulance’s scarlet uniform. There’s no way I’d swap places with him; it takes far more bravery to drop twenty metres onto a shifting boat deck than to sail over a flat sea.


I catch sight of the cabin cruiser at last, and my system floods with relief. It looks perfectly intact as it expands on the horizon. The wind’s picked up in the last few minutes, but not enough to cause problems. The cruiser is riding each swell with ease. I’m feeling optimistic when Stuart Cardew appears at my side.


‘Can you see him yet, Ben?’


‘Maybe he’s below deck.’


Cardew peers through his RNLI binoculars. ‘What the hell’s he playing at? He must have spotted us by now.’


I’m holding my breath as we sail closer. The lifeboat keels gently from side to side when we slow to a halt, making conditions tricky for the skipper as he brings us alongside. One minute the boats are almost touching, then the current widens the gap to three metres. This is the moment when most accidents happen, during a transfer onto a stricken vessel, so the RNLI has strict safety protocols. If you fall between two boats, it’s easy to lose a limb or get crushed to death.


I’m about to volunteer to jump when Cardew suddenly heaves himself over the barrier, vaulting the gap without even a safety line. It’s not a clean landing either. He almost falls as he drags himself over the handrail, but I can’t blame him for his impatience; I’d do the same if Noah was stranded on a boat drifting towards the shipping lane.


I can see the cruiser’s name on its prow, written in faded black paint: Happy Daze. My uncle Ray owned one just like it when I was young. My brother and I would somersault backwards off the bow to impress girls on summer days like this, but there’s no sign of joy when Stuart Cardew reappears from the hold. He raises his palms to the sky, like he’s checking for rain. The boat is empty, for no good reason, and the detective in me needs to know why.


I follow the safety protocol this time, throwing a line to Cardew, bringing the two boats parallel. There’s shock on his face when I jump on board; his skin is so white I make him sit on the bench by the wheelhouse before checking the vessel fully. The mooring rope is still coiled in a neat circle on deck, the anchor clipped to the prow. My fears for Jez Cardew increase when I ask Stuart to check if any life jackets are missing. Four are still strapped to the wall on deck, which means he’s unprotected, if he fell into the sea. Whatever happened last night must have caught him unawares. When I twist the key in the ignition, the outboard motor fires into life immediately; there’s no shortage of fuel or any problem with the radio. The boat is in good working order, but when I enter the cabin below deck, there’s no trace of Jez, only the hot reek of boat diesel lingering on the air.


The chopper is already spinning in a new direction, churning the waves to foam around us. Our rescue mission has suddenly picked up speed. We’re no longer looking for a vessel adrift on open sea with a young lifeboatman at the helm. We’re hunting for a lone swimmer, fighting to keep his head above water.
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Sam has tasks to complete before work, so he makes a quick exit to collect his mother’s medication in time for visiting her tomorrow. It’s a relief to escape his landlord’s voice echoing up the stairwell while he makes endless phone calls. Moyle’s loud tone comes from working on building sites, making himself heard over drills and concrete mixers. His statements often sound like taunts, which sets Sam’s teeth on edge. He prefers peace and quiet since he gave up drugs and booze. Life is beginning to feel normal again, after years of exaggerated highs and lows, but he’s a long way from calm. Last night’s trip to the pub was his first since leaving prison. He still jumps out of his skin if a door slams, like someone’s fired a starter gun.


He stops by the quay, wishing he had time to hunt for his phone. People are relaxing on benches while they wait for ferries to the off-islands, for picnics or to visit relatives. When he looks north, the lifeboat house’s doors hang open. He’d love to know what’s happening, but there will be no news until the crew return. Then accounts of their latest rescue will spread round the island like wildfire, their bravery growing as the stories pass from house to house. Jez was treated like a local hero for months after taking part in the year’s most dangerous lifeboat mission. It seems unbelievable that he’s the one in peril now.


Sam increases his pace as he marches uphill to the hospital. The duty doctor explains his mother’s tablets to him as if she’s addressing a slow-witted child. He would have reacted harshly to being patronised in the past, but his temper has improved. An anger management course in prison taught him how to deal with provocation; all he needs to do is count to ten under his breath to avoid a foolish mistake.


He’s rewarded by far-reaching views when he goes outside. English Island lies in the distance, the off-islands fading from black to grey. It seems strange that he once dreamed of escaping this landscape, even though it’s hard-wired in his DNA. All he needs now is to stay on course, to put his life back together.


His next port of call is the library on Porthcressa beach. It’s one of the few places where he never feels judged; he’s enjoyed visiting it since his mother took him as a kid, to borrow picture books. Little has changed since then. It still lies on one of St Mary’s prettiest bays, an unassuming building full of treasures. The place looks empty when he walks inside, until he spots the head librarian, Linda Thomas, a lithe white-haired figure. She’s in the distance, stacking books on shelves, giving him a cheery wave. If she judges him for his past, there’s no sign of it.


He’s about to head over for a chat when another woman enters the reception area. His breath catches in his chest as she takes her place behind the counter; it’s Danielle Quick, the lifeboat coxswain’s daughter. She’s got wavy dark hair cut in a bob, and a pretty heart-shaped face that caught his attention years ago, when they were at school. He’s seen more of her since she joined the lifeboat crew, which is one of the biggest perks of the role, but no one told him she’d found work at the library.


‘Hi, Sam,’ she says, smiling. ‘Did you miss the shout?’


‘By the skin of my teeth.’


‘Me too, but it’s just as well. Linda’s teaching me the catalogue system this afternoon.’


‘Did you hear that it’s Jez who’s missing?’


She looks shocked. ‘That’s awful news.’


‘Your dad will bring him home safe, don’t worry.’ He watches her smile slowly revive. ‘I didn’t know you wanted to be a librarian.’


‘It’s my first week. I love it, especially the kids; they ask the funniest questions.’ She looks embarrassed. ‘Sorry, it’s so new, I can’t help gushing.’


‘You’ll be great here.’


‘I got sick of slaving in a hotel kitchen. Are you looking for something today?’


‘Just a couple of books I ordered.’


She checks under the counter, then pulls out a single volume. ‘They only delivered this: Accountancy Level Three. That sounds like fun.’


He feels uncomfortable. ‘It’s for night school, so I can do my own bookkeeping. Maths is the one thing I did okay in at school, but it’s pretty dry.’


‘It’s great you’re studying. I admire people with ambition.’


‘Don’t hold your breath, I might flunk the exam.’


‘Have faith in yourself, Sam. I bet you’ll do great.’


Sam can feel colour rising in his cheeks when he carries the book over to a table, to put in some study time before work. It’s so long since anyone except his mother or Father Mike gave him encouragement, he’s not sure how to react. It’s easier to focus on sums and calculations and avoid remembering Jez’s absence.


When he glances up fifteen minutes later, Danielle is helping an old lady to choose a romantic novel, her face animated. He hopes she’s never guessed that he sent her a Valentine’s card fifteen years ago. The embarrassment would kill him, but he can’t help watching her chat to the old woman, her smile gentle, like she’s got all the time in the world.
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We’ve been at sea for six hours, sailing at ten knots, which allows for precise observation. Eddie’s been calling Sam Austell all morning for details about Jez, but he’s still not answering. Liam Quick has passed the steering wheel to Paul Keast and is sitting on the prow with binoculars trained on the starboard horizon. My own eyes ache from the glare rebounding from the water’s surface, its fierce whiteness searing my retinas. There’s silence on deck, apart from the engine’s grind and the seagulls shrieking overhead. On an ordinary day, the ride would be a pleasure. Grey seals are sunning themselves on Gunner Rock, and Bishop Rock lighthouse looks striking in the distance, its white walls shimmering. My eyes only linger there for a moment before returning to the sea, hoping to catch sight of a raised arm waving for help.


My binoculars are still pressed to my eyes when Isla taps my shoulder. We’re doing lookout duty in half-hour shifts, to avoid fatigue. None of us would forgive ourselves if we missed a sign that Jez had swum this way after a freak accident carried him overboard. Isla looks keen to get to work; she’s got a quiet, serious nature, her black hair cut in a no-nonsense crop. I’ve been impressed by the way she handles herself from the moment she joined the team two years ago. She seems just as dedicated to her work as a lifeboat volunteer. The young constable doesn’t say a word before she slips into my place, raising her binoculars to the horizon.


Stuart Cardew has his phone pressed to his ear when I go down to the hold. Father Michael is standing close by, but Cardew still looks out of reach. His frown is etched deep into his skin, like a tattoo.


‘The wife’s not answering her bloody phone,’ he mutters. ‘She keeps it turned off at the weekend, the daft cow.’


‘Have you called Jez’s mates?’


‘None of them can help, except Callum Moyle. He says Sam got back around ten last night. I warned Jez not to live with that psycho.’


‘Is Jez still seeing Anna Dawlish? Maybe he’s with her.’ Asking the question feels awkward; Anna was my first serious girlfriend, until she ditched me at sixteen, after we’d been together for a year. It hurt at the time, but it was soon water under the bridge. We’re on friendly terms now, although we haven’t spoken for months.


‘He ended that a while back, thank God. He’s not ready to commit to someone ten years older with a kid. He hasn’t mentioned any other girls since.’ Stuart rubs his hand across his brow, like he’s trying to straighten out his thoughts. ‘Eddie says Sam seemed edgy, he left the Turk’s Head early. Jez only had a pint or two. He’d have been sober when he set off around eleven; he should have reached Hugh Town well before midnight.’


I’m certain Stuart could discuss possibilities for hours, but solid information is what we need, so I contact the police station by radio. Sergeant Lawrie Deane sounds like I’ve caught him napping; his speech is slower than usual when I ask him to check if Cardew’s boat was seen in Hugh Town harbour late last night. I could be clutching at straws, but boats occasionally work loose from their moorings then drift into open water; or someone moves them to another harbour as a practical joke.


Stuart still looks dazed when I stand beside him again.


‘Do you think one of Jez’s mates could be behind this?’ I ask. ‘A stupid prank on a summer evening?’


‘No way. They’re grown-ups now, with jobs to do.’ He hesitates. ‘The only one mad enough is Sam Austell. Maybe he’s behind all this.’


‘I doubt it. He’s cleaned up his act recently.’


‘My son’s a soft touch. Sam’s other mates all dropped him when he went off the rails.’


‘He joined the crew for a second chance.’


‘Who else would cut my boat adrift?’


I could point out that there may simply have been a tragic accident, but it’s the wrong time. It only takes one mistake for things to escalate; Jez might have hit his head, then fallen overboard. The only other time I remember an unmanned boat being reported was years ago, after the 2008 financial crash. A local businessman with money worries sailed his yacht a mile out to sea, wound the anchor chain round his neck, then leapt overboard. His body was dragged to the surface the next morning by the lifeboat crew. It’s possible Jez has done something similar, even though he gave no sign of despair.


I stand back while Stuart calls Sam Austell again for more details, but the frustration on his face deepens.


‘The little shit’s turned his phone off.’


There’s a sudden yell from above. Isla is pointing due west as we rush on deck, and the boat veers in a new direction. She keeps both arms directed at the sight mark, giving the skipper a line to follow. My eyes chase the horizon but see only a distant freighter, beginning its two-thousand-mile journey to America.


There’s a blemish on the water’s sunlit surface when I lift my binoculars; a tiny patch of darkness. There’s no way I’d have spotted it unless it was pointed out. The object is turning with each wave, and my stomach tightens. I was on a shout last winter when we found a missing yachtsman. His corpse twisted and rolled in just the same way. I blink my eyes shut, remembering my father’s last journey on his fishing trawler to the Atlantic Strait. Paul Keast’s dad was lost on the same voyage, twenty-five years ago. I hate the idea of finding one of our crewmen drowned, but if the worst has happened, it’s the best outcome. No one grieves fully over an empty coffin. My mother never got the chance to stand by Dad’s grave, her mourning so long and complex she never fully recovered.


We’re close now, the lifeboat slowing. I stand by Stuart’s side, aware that he might dive overboard if it’s Jez’s body in the water. He’s whispering an invocation to the gods to keep his son alive. Father Michael is next to us, his face blank.


‘It’s him, isn’t it?’ Cardew mutters.


‘I can’t see yet, Stuart,’ the priest replies. ‘Let’s pray he’s safe and sound.’


My hopes plummet as we draw close. It’s just a black piece of fabric, drifting on the water.


‘Grab it for me,’ Cardew yells out. ‘Don’t let it float away.’


Paul Keast hauls it on board with a boat hook. We all stand in a circle like we’re protecting Stuart from a harsh wind as he holds the torn bomber jacket in his hands. He remains silent until he unzips one of the pockets; small change spills onto the deck with a gush of brine.
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