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PART 1




‘No one heals himself by wounding another.’


St Ambrose










Sunday 18 December


The twins wait until the house falls silent. Outside their bedroom window the storm is gathering force; whirls of sea mist race past as the darkness thickens.


‘Come on,’ Jade whispers. ‘The note says to be there by midnight.’


Ethan wants to refuse. Neither of them know who left the message, and their father’s punishments will be harsh if he catches them, but his sister is already grabbing her red gloves and scarf. When Jade opens the window then drops onto the flat roof below, Ethan follows, even though he’d rather stay warm and safe. His body jolts as he lands on his heels, the cold air against his face telling him there’s no going back.


The boy’s anxiety soon turns to excitement. Mist blinds him as he chases ahead, but nothing can slow him down – he learned to walk on this path, each bump and tree root imprinted on his memory. The twins pause beside a field of narcissi. The flowers’ odour is heady tonight, a mixture of jasmine and ripe oranges, thousands of blooms yielding their sweetness to the dark. St Martin’s is bathed in moonlight that turns the flower fields silver, until a new wave of fog rushes inland, masking the horizon.


‘Race you to the beach,’ Jade yells.


‘Stay on the path. Dad’ll know we spoiled the flowers!’


‘Who cares? Come on, hurry up.’


Jade copes better with their father’s punishments, even though they both fear him. Ethan watches her trample through knee-high blooms, with broken petals sticking to her jeans. The boy glimpses her crimson scarf just once before she vanishes into the fog. Instinct tells him to follow, because he was born second, destined to play catch-up forever. Jade has always been the leader, and his voice, on days when he can’t speak.


Ethan is halfway across the field when Jade screams, then all he can hear is the wind racing through hedgerows. There’s no reply when he calls her name. His sister loves spooking him, but Ethan is already afraid. Ghosts dance before his eyes, the dark playing tricks on him.


‘Where are you?’ he shouts. ‘Stop messing around.’


A hand touches Ethan’s shoulder, the grip suddenly so harsh that each finger leaves a bruise. Someone kicks the backs of his knees, sending him sprawling. It can’t be Jade: his sister isn’t that strong. Ethan yells for help, but his attacker pushes him to the ground, tainting the air with booze and cigarettes. Jade screams again, telling him to run, but her voice sounds far away. Ethan can’t see past the wall of fog that’s hiding the stars. When he tries to shout for help, his voice has stopped working again. Just for a second his attacker’s face comes into focus. It’s familiar, yet his mind can’t accept the truth. He fights hard to get free, but the arm around his waist is too powerful to escape. It’s only when he bites his attacker’s hand that its grip finally weakens.


The boy seizes his chance of freedom. He sprints home, tripping over the rutted ground. He tries to shout Jade’s name again, but no sound emerges. All he can do is pray she’s found a safe place to hide. His eyes are wide with panic when he clambers back up the drainpipe. Ethan gazes down from the window, searching for his twin, but fog has blindfolded the house again, hiding the fields from view.
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Sunday 18 December


My grandfather valued beauty over safety. He could have built his home anywhere in Scilly, but he chose Hell Bay on Bryher’s western coast, at the mercy of every Atlantic squall. My girlfriend, Nina, seems oblivious to tonight’s storm, calmly writing Christmas cards at my kitchen table, even though it’s almost midnight. She’s decorated the house with fairy lights and tinsel, plus a large tree in the living room, making the place look more festive than it ever did during my childhood. The view outside is much less appealing. Rain is pouring down the window and breakers are hammering the shore fifty metres away. My dog, Shadow, gambols at my feet, begging for a final walk.


‘No chance, mate. It’s pissing down out there.’


‘Don’t be mean, Ben,’ Nina says. ‘Let him have a run.’


When I open the front door the wind rocks me back on my feet, but Shadow is overjoyed. He streaks outside at top speed like he’s seeking the eye of the storm, leaving me shaking my head. Four months ago he was so badly injured, it took two operations to stem the internal bleeding, followed by weeks of pain as his wounds healed, yet he never came close to giving up. The vet said that wolfdogs are a tough breed, and he must be right. The only difference in Shadow’s behaviour since his near-death experience is his tendency to stay close to my side, apart from occasional forays across the island. I can see him chasing the tideline, tail wagging, while he looks for something foul to drag home.


‘He’s better, but still not a hundred per cent.’


‘PTSD,’ Nina replies. ‘Give him time to recover.’


‘Do dogs get depressed, like humans?’


‘They have emotions, that’s for sure. Shadow lets you know when he’s pissed off, doesn’t he?’ A gust of wind rushes inside, blowing her envelopes from the table. ‘Shut the door, for goodness sake.’


I can tell she’s only pretending to be angry. She moved to Scilly in August, and it’s taken me months to second-guess her moods. Her shield of mystery is so impenetrable I’d need an X-ray machine to discover what else lies beneath. Nina’s serenity is rarely disturbed, but I know she’s still affected by her husband’s death nearly three years ago. She spends every weekend with me yet values her independence too highly to compromise. I asked her to live with me weeks ago, and I’m still waiting for an answer. Tomorrow she will return to St Martin’s, a twenty-minute boat ride away, where she’s house-sitting for a local couple who are spending the winter abroad. The arrangement suits her perfectly. She can study for her counselling diploma, do gardening duties, and keep me at arm’s length.


Nina is stacking her cards in an orderly pile, giving me time to study her again. I can’t explain why she’s stuck in my head like a tune I can’t stop humming. She never bothers with her appearance, apart from running a comb through her chocolate-brown hair, which hangs to her shoulders in a neat line. She’s dressed in old Levi’s and a white T-shirt, the olive skin she inherited from her Italian mother a shade darker than mine.


‘Don’t stare, Ben. It’s distracting me.’


‘Why are you writing cards now? They’ll never get there in time.’


‘It’s the thought that counts. You should send some.’


‘Christmas is a marketing conspiracy. When’s the last time anyone gave you something you actually need?’


‘That’s such a narrow, blokeish thing to say.’ Nina rolls her eyes. ‘Stop bugging me and play the piano instead.’


‘Is my conversation that bad?’


‘I’d prefer some music to end the day.’


I haul myself upright with a show of reluctance. Nina handles her violin like it’s an extension of her body, while I make constant mistakes on the piano my dad inherited from the island’s pub. I taught myself to play by ear out of boredom as a kid, copying songs from the radio, because my parents refused to buy a TV. I can still pick out tunes, but conjuring one from memory is harder. I play the first notes of ‘Someone to Watch over Me’ in the wrong tempo, then muscle memory kicks in and life gets easier. Before long I’m following the storm’s music instead, echoing the wind’s high notes, and the waves’ slow heartbeat.


When I finally stop, Nina is curled up on the settee, smiling. ‘Not bad, for a man who never practises.’


‘They offered me lessons at school, but rugby got in the way.’


‘You’re a natural then.’


‘Why are you flattering me?’ I say, closing the lid of the piano. ‘Do you need a lift to St Martin’s tomorrow? I’m off duty, so I can take you there.’


She shakes her head. ‘Ray’s cooking me breakfast, then we’re going in his speedboat.’


‘The old boy’s sweet on you. Don’t break his heart, will you?’


My uncle Ray is a hard man to impress; a lifelong bachelor, who returned to Bryher after years at sea, to build boats. He’s famous for enjoying his own company, yet Nina can spend hours pottering around his boatyard, without being asked to leave.


‘Are you jealous, Benesek Kitto?’ She only uses my full name to mock.


‘Not at all, I’ve got one hell of a weight advantage if he wants to fight it out.’


Nina stands up abruptly. ‘Stop boasting and come to bed.’


‘Is that your best line in seduction?’


‘Take it or leave it, my friend.’


‘Maybe I should play the piano more often.’


I don’t put up a fight when she leads me to the bedroom. The sex between us is less frantic these days, but I still want her badly enough to grit my teeth while she peels off her clothes. My hefty, carthorse build embarrassed me as a kid, but the way she looks at me removes self-doubt. She takes her time undoing my shirt, stripping away layers of fabric, until nothing separates us, except the overhead light that exposes every detail. I love watching her move, and the emotions flowing across her face. It takes effort to hold my shattered senses together, but when I see her finally let go, it’s worth the wait.


Her eyes are still cloudy when we collapse onto the pillows, her amber gaze softer than before. ‘That’s clinched it,’ she murmurs.


‘About what?’


‘I choose you, not Ray.’


‘Thank God.’


‘But I wish you’d say how you feel now and then.’


‘I just showed you, didn’t I?’


‘It was lovely, but its words that hold a relationship together.’


‘I can’t force it.’ Voicing my emotions isn’t easy, and working undercover taught me to hide my feelings. It’s a habit I’ve found hard to shake off.


She touches my face. ‘Just remember I’ll listen, whenever you’re ready.’


I stand up to turn off the light, her eyes closing when I slip back under the covers. Nina’s hunger for sleep still amazes me; she can remain unconscious for twelve hours straight without moving a muscle. She shifts towards me, mumbling something under her breath.


‘Changes are coming, Ben. You have to be ready.’


‘How do you mean?’


I wait for a reply, but hear only her slow breathing, and the gale rattling roof tiles overhead. Her oval face is as calm as a statue in the moonlight filtering through the curtains. I’m still digesting her words when Shadow scratches at the front door, the sound reminding me of the squealing car brakes that often woke me in London. I moved back to the house where I was born two years ago, but still remember the city’s hectic pace. My dog’s fur is soaked when I get him inside, so I rub him dry with an old towel, then he lies at my feet, warming himself by the fire’s embers. When I look around, Nina’s belongings are scattered across my living room. A copy of Persuasion lies on the coffee table, her rucksack by the door, and the violin her husband gave her just before he died is propped against the wall. She’s even begun leaving clothes in my wardrobe, which must signal progress. When I finally get to meet her parents I’ll know she means business.


Shadow doesn’t complain about being left alone when I return to bed, content to stay warm by the hearth. My girlfriend’s warning is already half-forgotten; my life has already changed beyond recognition. I was alone for five years, apart from a few meaningless flings, but now Nina’s here, and I’m not prepared to let her go. When I peer out of the window for a final time the storm is worsening – fog presses against the glass, trying to find its way inside.
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Monday 19 December


My phone rings before I’m fully awake. Emergency calls come through to me when the police station’s closed, and I recognise the woman’s voice. Gemma Minear is phoning from St Martin’s; the line is patchy at best, her speech broken by a hiss of static. She informs me that her eleven-year-old daughter Jade is missing before the connection fails. When I call her back it crosses my mind to advise her not to worry: kids love solitary adventures, and the island is just two miles long, but the fear in her voice forces me to act.


‘Stay there, Gemma. I’m on my way.’


I hiss out a few curses before hanging up; my day off has just been cancelled. It’s 6.30 a.m. and Nina is still fast asleep. It’s pitch dark when I peer out through the curtains, but at least the gale has blown over. The sea looks unnaturally calm, with a pall of mist covering the ocean, the islands of Gweal and Illiswilgig bathed in moonlight.


I take a shower and bolt down some toast before scribbling a note for Nina, explaining what’s happened. Shadow leaps outside the moment I open the door, desperate for another hit of freedom. I felt the same when I worked undercover in the Murder Squad, hemmed in by skyscrapers, stress, and polluted air. I’d prefer more time in bed, but mornings like this remind me why I came home to Bryher. I’ve got the island all to myself, the sea murmuring its greeting, as low waves drag shingle further inland. Hell Bay Hotel is the only building in sight, with a single light shining from the bar, a ten-minute walk along the shore. My closest friend Zoe grew up there, and she’s back from her new life as a music teacher in India for a pre-Christmas visit. I haven’t seen her yet, but there should be time to drop by this afternoon, provided Jade Minear gets home soon.


My house looks shabby when I glance back from the path. My mother kept the one-storey building spotless while Dad worked at sea, but now it’s crying out for attention. The moonlight exposes broken tiles on the roof, and window frames desperate for a coat of paint. Nina was right about things needing to change, starting with basic maintenance, but the DIY must wait. My boss would be outraged to hear that one of Scilly’s richest families has been kept waiting.


Shadow bounds ahead when I walk east towards Church Quay. My short journey takes me over Shipman Head Down, my torch beam exposing land covered in heather and bracken, with no sign of the wild garlic, poppies, and vetch that bloom there in high summer. I walk through the minute village, which qualifies as a town on Bryher, but the place is hibernating. The closed sign outside the Vine Café will stay there until April, when the season’s first day-trippers arrive.


My uncle Ray is already up when I reach his boatyard at 7 a.m. He’s wearing paint-stained overalls, inspecting a brand-new dinghy that needs to be sanded smooth before its first coat of resin. The man is almost as tall as me, his steel-grey hair cropped short. He’s in his sixties, with a hard-boned face and rangy build. When he turns to face me, there’s more anger in his eyes than I’ve seen in years, his voice a gruff baritone.


‘Why build a boat, if you’re going to neglect it?’ he asks.


‘Sorry, Ray, I should have called you.’


‘Last night’s storm almost smashed her apart.’


‘I meant to put her on the trailer.’


‘You said that last time. I had to winch her up the slipway, in the pissing rain.’


‘I’ll give you some labour as payback.’ I can see his bad mood fading, even though he shakes his head in mock-despair.


‘How about finishing off this dinghy for me now? Or have you got better plans?’


‘I’m needed in St Martin’s. A kid’s run off without telling anyone.’


‘Who’s that?’


‘Jade Minear.’


He shakes his head. ‘Scott won’t be happy; he expects obedience from all his kids.’


‘I’d better get moving then.’


‘Take care in this fog.’ My uncle’s sea-blue eyes fix on me again. ‘It’s not done with us yet. We’re stuck in a weather cycle; it’ll keep coming back.’


I’m in no position to argue. Ray understands the ocean’s moods better than anyone, after years in the merchant navy. He leads me further inside the boatyard, where my bowrider lies on a trailer. I built the twenty-foot motorboat from cedar and spruce last spring, under Ray’s guidance. I let my uncle choose its name as payback for his help; he christened it Morvoren, which suits the territory. It’s Cornish for mermaid, and the islands have plenty of folk tales about mythical singers, tempting sailors to their deaths. My boat has a more practical purpose. It’s essential to my job as Deputy Commander of the Island Police. I rely on it to deliver me to the station on St Mary’s, especially in winter, when the inter-island ferries are less frequent. I feel bad about failing to protect my sole form of transport, but time with Nina wipes everything else from my mind.


It’s the wrong time to ask my uncle for a favour, but he’s my best option. ‘Can you keep Shadow for a while, Ray?’


‘He may not want my company.’


‘Hang on to his lead good and tight when I cast off.’


The dog is whining already, sensing abandonment. I start the engine then sail into the mist, with Shadow’s howls of protest echoing across the sound. I’d prefer to take him with me, but I can’t visit one of the most powerful families in Scilly with a badly behaved wolfdog in tow.


The temperature drops when my boat leaves shore, with the forelight on full power, cutting a swathe through the dark. Sea mist hangs over Tresco’s western coast: the island’s hills are blurred, the pale sand of Appletree Bay barely visible. I keep my distance when the Chinks loom in front of me, piercing the water’s black surface like broken teeth, waiting to shred the hull of any vessel that strays too close. It’s a reminder that this stretch of water is thick with shipwrecks, from four-hundred-year-old frigates to modern yachts blown off course. Once I reach Tresco’s southern tip I can breathe easily again, steering into Crow Sound, then heading east for St Martin’s. The horizon is turning pink, and the only noise comes from the grind of my boat’s engine, the sea as calm as a basin of mercury. When the mist billows past, its breath leaves droplets of brine on my skin.


I’m chilled to the bone by the time St Martin’s rises from the fog. It has the same dark history as Scilly’s other four inhabited islands. Centuries ago the islanders were prepared to kill to evade the customs men. St Martin’s 140 inhabitants have grown more law-abiding since the days of smuggling, and the mild climate works in their favour. Dozens of people make a living from working on the Minears’ flower farm all year round, shipping daffodils, pinks, and agapanthus to the mainland in winter. The rest rely on tourism. St Martin’s boasts the high-end Karma Hotel, an art gallery, a bakery, and several flourishing cafés, but almost everything shuts in winter. Plenty of locals work on trawlers or oil rigs during the coldest months, if they can’t find work as seasonal flower pickers. A third of the population leave for the mainland every November, only returning when the holiday season restarts.


St Martin’s jagged profile fills the horizon as I reach Highertown, bathed in pure morning light. The island offers two contrasting faces to the world; its curved axis is split by a ridge of high ground that runs from Top Rock in the west, all the way to Chapel Down. I let my engine idle as I approach the island’s sheltered southern side. St Martin’s has some of the most beautiful bays in Scilly: my brother Ian and I often played on Par Beach as kids, burying each other in white sand, or picking cockles by Crabore Ledge. The tide is high when I moor on the quay, but when the water recedes you can still make out the foundations of a Neolithic village.


My clothes are wet with spray, making me shiver as I hurry inland at 8 a.m., passing a well-kept cricket green with a pavilion the community built themselves. The island’s vineyard lies to my left as I walk uphill to the village, its dormant grapevines waiting for spring sunlight to revive them. I scan the landscape for the missing girl, but she’s probably run home already, hungry for breakfast. My curiosity rises when I see the sign for Minear Farm. I used to work there during school Christmas holidays, alongside my brother. Scott and Gemma Minear run the island’s biggest enterprise, with a controlling stake in many of St Martin’s businesses. Their farm looks prosperous when I open the gate – the fields are thick with yellow narcissi, their lemony scent filling my airways. The flowers will soon be harvested, then flown to the mainland as gifts for Christmas and New Year. The Minears’ farmhouse is the biggest on St Martin’s, grey and imposing, built from local granite with a slate roof, the front door glossy with scarlet paint.


Gemma is waiting for me in her porch, drawing on a cigarette like it’s her sole source of oxygen. I don’t know the family well but rumour has it that she and Scott are millionaires. Her clothes don’t reveal any sign of wealth; a grey tracksuit clings to her thin frame, dyed black hair pulled into a ponytail, as she grinds out her fag with the heel of her trainer. Gemma is a decade older than me, around forty-five, with delicate features. She used to be one of the island’s beauties, but it looks as though years of worry have left her cheeks hollow, and her skin a shade too pale. Her voice crackles with anxiety when she greets me.


‘Thanks for coming over, Ben. I’m getting worried, it’s not like Jade to run away.’


‘Let’s warm up inside. You can give me the details.’


The hallway is less pristine than the farmhouse’s exterior, and there’s very little Christmas cheer. I can’t see much sign that the family are looking forward to the holiday season, just Wellington boots heaped by the door, three badly framed seascapes on the walls, and quarry tiles worn thin by generations of footsteps. Gemma rushes down the corridor like she’s training for a sprint race. The first thing I see in her kitchen is a family photo that must be several years old. All four Minear kids sit with their parents in a photographer’s studio. The teenage boy and girl look uncomfortable, but the twins are beaming. The pair of them are around six years old, and so similar it’s uncanny, with dimpled cheeks and blond hair combed flat, their hands folded neatly in their laps.


Gemma remains silent as she pours coffee into mugs, keeping her back turned. I’d like to know why she’s so upset, when her daughter is probably just enjoying herself. I used to love solo adventures, and my parents never worried about it, on an island with no record of crime. When Gemma sits down opposite me, it looks like she’s been on edge for months, her shoulders hunched tight around her ears. Family tension could be to blame, not her child going AWOL.


‘Jade’s a strong character, more like a teenager than an eleven-year-old,’ she says. ‘But she’s never done this before.’


‘Do you know what time she left?’


‘The storm woke me around three a.m. I looked in the twins’ room then and her bed was empty.’ She swallows a gulp of coffee. ‘I checked her clothes just now. She must be wearing her red bomber jacket, with matching hat and scarf.’


‘Sounds like red’s her favourite colour.’


‘It’s all she’ll wear at the moment. Jade likes to be noticed, unlike her brother.’


‘Does she have a phone?’


She shakes her head. ‘Everyone here’s agreed not to let our kids have them before they start secondary school.’


‘Good plan. Have you called your parents yet?’


Gemma looks embarrassed. ‘I’m not in Mum’s good books right now. We haven’t spoken for a while, but she’d call me if Jade turned up at the crack of dawn.’


‘Where else could she be?’


‘The twins love visiting Will and Maria Austell. They’ve been renting the farm manager’s cottage since Will started working for us. He’s a friend of yours, isn’t he?’


‘We were close at school, but I haven’t seen him in years.’ Gemma still looks so anxious, I’d like to know what other factors are adding to her distress, but I need to focus on bringing the girl home. ‘Text your parents if that’s easier than phoning. She’ll be there, most likely, or at a mate’s house.’


She shakes her head, frowning. ‘Jade wouldn’t visit anyone in the middle of the night.’


‘What’s Ethan saying?’


‘Nothing, as usual – his sister helps him to speak. That’s why I want her home soon. He was awake when I checked on him, but he couldn’t answer. Ethan’s struggled to talk for years, and he’s not keen on writing either; he does his schoolwork, but I can’t get him to write down what he’s thinking. I’d hate him to lose the confidence he’s gained this year.’


‘She’s bound to turn up, safe and sound. Maybe Ethan’s staying quiet to keep her out of trouble.’


I’m still reassuring Gemma when Scott Minear barges into the room. Ten years ago the farmer looked like a Hollywood star, with a chiselled jaw and high cheekbones. Minear still carries himself like the island’s unanointed king, despite being several stone overweight, with brown hair in a razor cut, his skin reddened by working outdoors. He’s been St Martin’s mayor for years, facing down rivals for the position. Some believe he’s a force for good, while others say he’s a control freak, but everyone knows he doesn’t suffer fools. Rumour has it that he runs his empire by harsh rules. When I worked for him two decades ago he would always fire the slowest pickers, sparing no mercy for anyone who needed the income to support their families.


‘Welcome to the madhouse, Inspector,’ he says, grinning like he’s told a first-class joke. ‘My wife’s wasting your time, Jade’s always playing tricks on us.’


‘Better safe than sorry,’ I reply.


‘The girl’s a real drama queen. I don’t mind that, to be honest. At least she’s strong-willed, but she’s picked the busiest time of year to wind us up.’ Minear parks himself on a chair, so close our knees are almost touching.


‘Why do you think she’s run off, Scott?’


‘She’s got my warped sense of humour; it’ll be some kind of prank.’


‘There’s been no trouble at home?’


‘None whatsoever.’


Gemma leans forward, her expression anxious. ‘Tell Ben about the window, Scott.’


‘That was nothing.’ Minear looks scornful. ‘Some tosser lobbed a stone through our living room window last week. It scared the living daylights out of Gemma, and it cost me a bloody fortune to replace. A few folk here envy our success, but it could have been a kid on a dare. That’s why it didn’t bother me.’


‘When did it happen?’


‘Last Wednesday, about six in the morning. I looked outside, but they’d scarpered,’ he says. ‘It was a bloody great lump of rock, with “Devil’s Table” scrawled on it, with a marker pen.’


‘That’s a strange message.’ The Devil’s Table is an ancient rock formation shaped like an altar on Chapel Down, five minutes north of the farm.


‘Christ knows what it means. I took a walk up there, but it looks the same as ever. If I find the culprit I’ll return the favour.’


‘Let us sort it, Scott. Did you keep the stone?’


‘I threw it back on the beach, where it belongs. You’ll never find out who chucked it. Who’s going to own up, in a place this small?’ He lounges back in his chair, amusement on his face. ‘I hear you’ve got a new girlfriend – a classy brunette, by all accounts. Why’s a city woman like her staying at the Redmaynes’ place?’


‘She’s house-sitting while they’re in Spain.’


‘Nice work if you can get it.’ The farmer’s dark eyes glitter like chips of wet slate. ‘Psychologist, isn’t she?’


‘Nina’s training to be a counsellor.’


‘I’d pay her good money to fix Gemma’s nerves.’ Minear’s statement is delivered with a laugh, but his wife flinches. ‘She’s always fretting about stuff she can’t fix.’


‘Doesn’t everyone?’ I reply.


‘You’d need a grenade to disturb my sleep, and Jade’s bound to walk through that door any minute.’ Minear rises to his feet again, but I can tell he’s rattled. ‘Stay for the harvest, if you like. The wages are better since last time you picked for us. We still lay on cider and a decent lunch.’


‘Thanks, but I’ll head back to Bryher, once Jade’s found.’


‘She’ll show up, sooner or later.’


‘There has to be a reason, Scott. She’s never done this before.’ Gemma’s voice is low and placatory.


Minear stares at his wife. ‘The little bugger was horsing around in the top field last night – dozens of plants were flattened, and I know why. Those twins are spoiled rotten. They spend hours playing bloody computer games; I was in the fields every spare minute at their age, or I got a clip round the ear.’


‘Life’s improved since then, thank God,’ she mutters.


Scott swings round to face me. ‘Let me know if you need help,’ he says, nodding at the fields outside. ‘A hundred crates want filling today, or our supplier in London will drop his prices. When are you coming outside, Gemma?’


‘Not till Jade’s home. Luke’s helping you, and the pickers will be here soon.’


He scowls at her. ‘Where’s my harvest knife?’


‘Probably where you left it, in the cutting house, with all the rest.’


Scott Minear marches away without saying goodbye. I feel sure he’s concerned about his daughter, but too macho to admit it. When I look outside he’s talking to his oldest son, Luke, but the discussion appears one-sided. The young man is keeping his chin up, while his dad bawls in his face. Luke absorbs his father’s tirade with a fixed expression. I’ve seen him playing football for the local team – he’s St Martin’s best striker at just eighteen – but there’s no sign of his athletic prowess today. Gemma’s eyes are glossy when I study her again.


‘Is Luke okay? He looks tired.’


‘Harvest time’s gruelling for all of us.’ Her gaze lingers on the view from the window. ‘Luke was here with me and Scott when that stone came through our window. It’s unsettled him too.’


‘Where do you think Jade’s gone, Gemma?’


‘God knows, I’m just scared something bad’s happened.’


‘Like what?’


‘You should speak to Dave Carillian. The twins were playing near his house yesterday afternoon. They’re fascinated by him for some reason, but he gives me the creeps…’ Her words fade into silence. ‘The bloke was watching them from his front window, until I called them away.’


‘Do you know him?’


‘No one does. The bloke’s lived here three years without mixing with anyone. Why would a man lock himself away like that?’


‘None of the islanders are on the Sex Offenders’ Register, if that’s your point. Local police are kept informed if they enter the neighbourhood.’


‘That’s good to know, but he’s a still a weirdo. I keep telling the twins to steer clear. I hope to God he’s not laid a finger on Jade.’


‘I think that’s unlikely, but I’ll visit all your neighbours, if Jade isn’t home soon.’


Gemma’s words echo the standpoint of a minority of islanders. Most people in Scilly accept newcomers gladly, but the rest remain suspicious. Incomers have to adapt fast, by volunteering at local events and keeping an open door. Loners always stand out in a tiny community.


‘I’ll drop by the cottage first. It’s time I said hello to Will and his wife. Contact the rest of your family, please, and ring me if Jade shows up.’ I stand up to put on my coat. ‘It’s cold out there, maybe she doesn’t fancy joining the harvest. She could be hiding in a mate’s loft.’


‘Let’s hope so.’


The stress on Gemma’s face shows no sign of lifting when I take my leave.
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Ethan is still in bed, keeping his eyes closed. He hardly slept last night, and now he’s afraid to face his family. Words clogged in his throat when his mother asked about Jade; he wants to explain what happened, but his voice has failed him again. Guilt presses on the centre of his chest like a lead weight. Why didn’t he make Jade ignore the note, inviting them down to the quay at midnight? She tucked it in her pocket before they set off, so he can’t even show it to his mum. Anyone on the island could have sent it, then waited in the field to catch them. Pictures float through his mind like last night’s fog. Even with eyes screwed shut he can see the excitement on Jade’s face, then shadows dancing in the mist. His heart beats too fast when he remembers the stranger’s hand gripping his shoulder. He tries to recall his attacker’s face, but it hovers, just out of reach.


When the boy forces himself out of bed, his hopes rise suddenly. It looks like his sister has returned, but it’s just his own image glimpsed in the mirror. A child with a slight build and sandy hair stares back at him. The reflection could almost be Jade, yet there are subtle differences. He’s never witnessed that much fear in his sister’s eyes.


Ethan takes his piccolo from the shelf and plays a few notes, the sound light and soothing. He walks over to the window, standing in a shaft of winter light that carries no warmth at all. When he shuts his eyes and concentrates, his sister’s heartbeat still drums beside his own, a little weaker than before. He can hear the murmur of her breathing when they’re apart, her thoughts echoing inside his skull, but now there’s only silence.


The fog has lifted when he stares down from the window. Pickers are already at work in the nearest field, their movements quick and precise as they harvest flowers into sheaves, tying bunches of fifty with brown twine. Ethan knows he should run down to help, but it feels like his feet are stuck to the floor. He can only remain by the window, scanning the horizon, like a soldier on guard.
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The old farm manager’s cottage lies beside the Minears’ top field, set back from the lane. It’s showing its age, like my place; the lead flashing round the chimney is falling apart, the roofline sagging. Two mountain bikes by the porch are the only hint that the place is newly occupied. When I glance through the front window into the kitchen, a man in his thirties is kissing a dark-haired woman with so much enthusiasm, they’re oblivious to the outside world. I give them a moment to enjoy themselves before lifting the door knocker.


When Will Austell finally appears, I barely recognise him. He comes from a family of easy-going hippies, but no one would guess it now. His nose piercing has gone, and the blond dreadlocks that fell past his shoulders have been replaced by a neat haircut, but his body language is the same. His movements are still fluid and graceful as a dancer’s when he reaches out to hug me.


‘Jesus, Ben, it’s great to see you. Were you always that tall?’


‘Six foot four, last time I checked.’


‘You’re built like a bloody giant.’ He steps back to welcome me inside. ‘Come and meet Maria, I’ve been meaning to bring her over to Bryher.’


The woman standing in the couple’s rented kitchen has a face that’s memorable, rather than beautiful. Her bone structure is delicate, with wide-set eyes and lips that dominate her face. Maria’s features only make sense when she steps towards me with her hand outstretched, the warmth in her smile making it hard to look away.


‘You must have magical powers,’ I say. ‘How did you persuade this rebel to get married?’


‘It wasn’t easy. Luckily I’m a patient woman.’


‘He was a restless soul, back in the day.’


‘Lots of girlfriends, you mean? Tell me his secrets, please.’


‘That could take hours.’


Maria’s soft Spanish accent adds to her charm. She tells me that Will is so glad to be home, he goes for walks late at night just to smell the air and reconnect with the landscape. I glance around their kitchen while we talk. Will’s guitar is propped against the wall, and their pinboard is covered with photos that prove how far they’ve travelled, with selfies taken on Caribbean beaches and in a dozen exotic cities.


‘I just need to check if either of you have seen Jade Minear last night, or this morning?’


Will looks puzzled. ‘The twins came by early evening, to check out our new bikes. They love anything mechanical.’


‘That was about six,’ says Maria. ‘We were making dinner.’


‘Not since then?’


‘We’ve been busy, mate,’ Will replies. ‘We only just got out of bed.’


When his wife blushes, his laughter carries me back two decades. Will was a tearaway back then, living in a caravan on St Martin’s, playing in a band, and dating the prettiest girls. I remember him dancing beside the bonfires we lit each summer, head back, lost in the rhythm. He seemed like a free spirit, dreaming of adventures, until his family left suddenly and we lost touch.


‘Did you make it to art school in the end?’ I ask.


‘No such luck. Reality caught up with me – the army was my only option.’


‘Are you kidding? I can’t imagine you in a uniform.’


‘It never felt right,’ he says, quietly. ‘I thought you’d be an English teacher by now. Your head was always stuck in some big American novel.’


‘My shelves are still full of them. What made you come back to Scilly?’


‘Maria was nursing in a field hospital when we got together. I told her about the islands and she wanted to see why I love it here.’


‘I start a temporary job at St Mary’s hospital in the New Year,’ his wife adds, placing her arm round her husband’s waist. ‘Will’s doing building work for the Minears. We’ll give the lifestyle a try for a year, to see if it suits us. But you wanted to know about Jade, didn’t you?’


‘She’s run off somewhere. If you see her, can you ring me, please?’


‘That kid seems fearless to me, I bet she’s fine.’ Will accepts my card, glancing at the words. ‘You can’t be the Deputy Commander of the Island Police. You were a gangly teenager when I left, too tongue-tied to ask girls out.’


‘Things have improved on that score, thank God.’


‘Bring your other half round for a drink soon, or meet us at the pub,’ Will says, following me down the hall. ‘Call us, won’t you, if we can help look for Jade?’


‘I will, and let’s have a drink soon. Nina will enjoy meeting your wife.’


‘Everyone does. I must have done something good in a former life.’


Will Austell squeezes my shoulder, but doesn’t linger. He races back to the kitchen to find Maria. My old friend’s happiness is obvious, but the visit has brought little fresh information about Jade Minear’s disappearance, except that she and Ethan called by early yesterday evening.


My next visit is to a property that lies a few hundred metres north of Minear Farm. Dave Carillian is one of the few permanent residents on St Martin’s that I don’t know by sight. I’ve met the majority of Scilly’s two thousand inhabitants since joining the island force, but never had reason to visit his property. His ugly chalet-style house lies halfway up May’s Hill; it looks like a bungalow, with the first floor nailed on as an afterthought, the roof covered in mismatched tiles. I peer through the picture window into Carillian’s lounge while I wait in his porch. It’s painted magnolia, with few distinguishing features, except the swirling pattern on his brown carpet. There’s no TV, only shelves loaded with books, and an old-fashioned radio.


The man who appears in the doorway seems shocked by my arrival, peering out through a six-inch gap. Carillian comes from a generation of men that still wear a shirt and tie seven days a week. His cardigan looks like it was hand-knitted decades ago, corduroy trousers several inches too short. He’s in his sixties with a thickset build, almost completely bald, apart from a few tufts of grey hair scattered across his scalp. I get the sense that he’d rather send me away than allow a stranger over his threshold.


‘Can we talk please, Mr Carillian? I’m DI Kitto, from the island police.’


‘Come inside, if you’re coming. The heat’s rushing out the door.’ The man’s voice is a low Cornish growl when he finally allows me over his threshold.


His kitchen looks like a seventies time warp. There’s a Formica table with a single wooden chair, an old-fashioned fridge droning in the corner, the doors on his units hanging at odd angles. His only Christmas decoration is an artificial tree in the corner that must get dragged out every year, shedding more plastic needles each time, until most of the branches are bare. Carillian has arranged his home to deter visitors, forcing me to remain standing, and I can tell he takes cleanliness seriously. The air reeks of bleach, as if the lino and work surfaces have been scoured recently, which makes me uneasy. The temperature in his home feels icy, or it could just be the impact of his stare. His small eyes are so focused on me, it feels like I’ve been placed under a microscope.


‘Your home’s in good order, Mr Carillian. It’s far neater than mine.’


‘Tidiness brings peace of mind, doesn’t it?’


‘I’ve never managed to find out.’


His smile is fraying at the edges. ‘Are you here for a reason, Inspector?’


‘I’m looking for Jade Minear. Have you seen her recently, please?’


‘Is she one of the twins from the farm?’


‘Their mother saw them playing by your house yesterday afternoon.’


‘I spotted them, but took no notice. I didn’t see them again until last night.’ He remains motionless, arms hanging at his sides.


‘Was she with her brother?’


‘The pair of them were running across the field when I closed my bedroom curtains.’


‘What time was that?’


‘About eleven thirty, I always go up then.’


‘Can you remember which way they were going?’


‘Towards Highertown Quay, I think. One of them was dressed in red, I saw the gloves and scarf, but the fog soon hid them again.’ He peers at me more closely. ‘It didn’t seem like anything to worry about. Those two are always off gallivanting.’


‘How do you know?’


The old man’s gaze slips from mine. ‘I often catch sight of people on the lane.’


‘Even at night?’


‘Only if I happen to look, but I know how kids behave. I went on midnight adventures myself as a boy.’


‘You may have been the last person to see Jade, before her mother realised she was missing at three a.m.’


‘It was purely by chance.’


‘Do the Minear twins ever call on you?’


‘Why would they?’


‘To be neighbourly, perhaps? Their mother says they often play on the lane outside.’


‘I wouldn’t open my door if they knocked.’ His voice becomes strident. ‘My mother humoured the neighbours all her life, much good it did her. Their real opinion only came out at her funeral. Do you know how many people attended?’


‘I can’t guess.’


‘Five, including me. The rest never even sent apologies.’ A look of rage appears on the man’s face, then vanishes again.


‘I’m sorry to hear that. Did you have a job on the mainland?’


‘How else would I survive?’ Carillian appears irritated by the simple question. ‘I was an architectural draftsman in Truro, until computers made me redundant. That’s when I moved back to Mousehole, to care for my mother, ten years ago.’


‘It can’t have been easy giving up your home.’


‘My past has nothing to do with what’s happened, Inspector. That girl’s situation isn’t my problem.’ The man’s bad mood sharpens his tone of voice.


‘She may have been hurt, so it’s everyone’s problem, until she’s found. If you do see Jade, can you call me please?’


Carillian mutters a few angry words under his breath, his manner getting odder by the minute. When I pass him my card, he shunts his glasses further up the bridge of his nose before examining it. ‘Benesek is an unusual name. Do you know its origin?’


‘Only that it’s Cornish.’


‘It’s derived from the Latin word benedictus, meaning “blessed by God”. Your parents must have welcomed your arrival.’ His statement wrongfoots me, but I manage a smile.


‘They were hoping for a girl, but settled for me. Thanks for your time, Mr Carillian.’


The man’s cryptic speech and touchy manner could explain why the islanders avoid him. Some would say he fits the stereotype for a child molester: isolated, watchful, with limited social skills. But there are plenty of oddballs in Scilly, and his standoffishness could stem from shyness. People often drift to the margins if they can’t fit in, believing that life will be easier in a small community, at the edge of the world. They don’t realise how much resilience you need to survive the long winters. I’ve got no reason to believe that Carillian has hurt either of the Minear twins, despite their mother’s suspicions, but his awkward manner and obsessive cleanliness stick in my mind.





It’s 9 a.m. when the conversation ends. My boss will be rearranging ornaments on his desk at the station on St Mary’s, a half-hour boat ride away. I know from experience that DCI Madron likes to hear about threats before they materialise, but his tendency to panic forces me to handle every conversation with care. My senior officer goes into meltdown at the smallest hint of being overlooked. He listens in silence when I ring him to share the news that Jade Minear is missing, then draws a sharp breath.


‘Don’t offend her father. I know how hot-headed you are, Kitto.’


‘No one’s ever complained about my conduct, sir.’


‘It’s only a matter of time. Did you hear me? Scott Minear could make our lives a misery.’


‘In what way?’


‘He uses his role as mayor to undermine council decisions. Minear supports local causes like the primary school, but he loves upsetting the applecart, just for the hell of it.’ The DCI sighs loudly. ‘I’ll send Eddie over now. Talk to the islanders, and find out what’s happened.’


‘I’m doing that already; the last sighting of the twins seems to have been around eleven thirty last night. They were spotted together.’


‘That’s a start, I suppose. Don’t waste time, Kitto. Bring that girl home today.’


My boss rings off without making a single helpful suggestion, leaving me to walk back to Minear Farm alone. A shape appears in an upstairs window when I approach the building. A fair-haired child is staring out at the fields; he’s holding a small flute in one hand, the other pressed against the glass like he’s trying to claw his way out.
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Ethan knows the policeman’s name. The other kids talked about Inspector Kitto for days after he visited school, with his grey dog that looks like a wolf. The policeman reminds him of a black-haired giant, but his arrival raises the boy’s spirits. Maybe the police can find Jade today, and bring her home safe.


Ethan lifts his piccolo to play a few scales, the sound quick and effortless, making him wish that words came as easily as musical notes. He’s still holding the instrument when footsteps pound across the landing. His father storms into the room, eyes blazing, just like when he fights with his mum. Ethan’s dad has only shaken his fists at him until now, but his mother gets worse treatment. It feels like a matter of time until it’s his turn. The boy can feel anger flowing from him in waves.
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