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Dedicated to James Shrouder and a library of memories, past and future, amusing and terrifying.




‘The true end of tragedy is to purify the passions.’


—Aristotle




This is going to be one of those letters you’ll never read. Maybe because I’ll burn it. Maybe because it’ll go down with the boat.


I’ve given this a lot of thought. If there was another way, believe me I’d try. It’s tough when two people have this much shared ­history. It’s so hard to cause pain, even short-term pain. Even if it’s the right thing to do.


The coming storm will be the most difficult you’ll ever face. At points, I’m sure, it’ll feel unbearable. You’ll think it’s too much, that you don’t have the strength to cope. But I know you, Lucy. Your strength runs deep. You’ve survived tough times before and you’ll survive this.


Pain can be purifying—do you remember telling me that? ­Suffering can be kathartic.


At first, you’ll find this hard to forgive. But give it a year, maybe two, and you’ll think differently. You’ll look back and see I was right. That this was the best solution.


For all of us.




PART I




ONE


1


The news doesn’t strike cleanly, like a guillotine’s blade. There’s no quick severing. Nothing so merciful. This news is a slovenly traveller, dragging its feet, gradually revealing its horrors. And it announces itself first with violence—the urgent hammering of fists on Lucy Locke’s front door.
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Lucy’s in the study, hunched over Daniel’s laptop. Breath whistles past her teeth as she frantically casts about. Onscreen is her husband’s company balance sheet. Spread across the desk is a mess of bank statements, invoices and scribbled notes. Around her feet, cardboard folders spill over with receipts.


She’s tempted to cram every scrap of paperwork into the fireplace and toss in a match, but that won’t help them. If there’s something here she’s overlooked, it’s vital she finds it.


Lucy’s wet hair leaks cold water down her spine. The study is unheated and the bath towel around her torso offers little comfort. In the hall, the barometer mercury is plunging. No storm has yet broken. But gunmetal clouds, rolling in from the Atlantic, are pregnant with threat.


This doesn’t feel like the end of the world. Not quite, not yet. In their nine years together, it isn’t the first crisis they’ve weathered. She’s saved him before. She knows she can save him again.


Lucy rocks back in the chair, tries to control her breathing. Glances around the grand old Georgian room.


On a side table stands a silver plastic photo frame, a relic from back when they were penniless. She’s bought Daniel plenty of others since, but he’s never replaced the original. In this house, items with little value gain it as they age: the scarred furniture, the chipped crockery, the art on the walls; all of it connects to a thousand different memories, priceless artefacts of the Locke family story.


The frame holds a photo of all four of them—Lucy and Daniel, Billie and Fin—taken six years ago on Penleith Beach. Fin’s in a sand-crusted Babygro. Billie sits cross-legged beside him, an elfin twelve-year-old in a neoprene shorty. Daniel—in faded board shorts and nothing else—crouches over a foil barbecue. Summer sun has caramelized his skin. His eyes aren’t on the steaks but the ocean, as if something out there has caught his attention.


Lucy, just into her thirties, wears the world’s most contented grin. Her denim cut-offs and tie-fronted bikini top reveal flesh as smooth and supple as a seal’s. Two belt-hoop stretchmarks on her abdomen are subtle evidence of her motherhood. Above them, her breasts are a far more obvious sign.


She’s always teased Daniel about that, claiming they’re the reason he keeps this photo close. And yet in truth she loves the image too. She can’t remember who took it, but the photographer captured something of them Lucy has always felt, yet never managed to express.


When she realizes how tightly her jaw is clenched, she turns away. Too hard, suddenly, to contemplate her family.


Balanced on the desk is a stack of unopened post. Lucy begins to tear through it, alert for further shocks. The first three envelopes yield junk mail. The fourth is from an insurance company. She checks the date—flinches when she realizes how long it’s been sitting here. When she scans the policy document, the muscles of her abdomen pull tight.


Lucy’s gaze returns to the balance sheet, then the framed photograph where Daniel is looking out to sea. Only last night, in the darkness of their bedroom, she’d entwined herself around him and vowed they’d survive this. He’d muttered a reply, rolled on to his side. And Lucy, sensing his despondency, had felt her eyes fill with tears.


Beside that photo of their family is a time-battered Polaroid, creased and sun-faded. In it, eight-year-old Daniel, all elbows and knees, stands on the steps of Plymouth’s Glenthorne Hostel for Boys. Lucy recognizes his expression. He was wearing it the day they met: a startled-prey wariness more suited to an animal than a human; a heart-rending fusion of fear and hope and longing.


That day, she’d felt a powerful compulsion to put her arms around him.


Whenever Lucy sees this photo—the earliest image of her husband that exists—she feels exactly the same way.


On the steps beside Daniel stands Nick, broader and taller despite their similar age. Whereas Daniel squints at the camera, Nick glowers. His arm is thrown protectively around his smaller friend. Lucy knows more than most how it’s lingered there ever since.


Scowling, she rips open the remaining envelope. Realizes, too late, that the letter’s addressed to Billie. Tossing it down, Lucy re-checks the balance sheet. She makes a fist, thumping the desk so hard its drawer rattles in its frame.


And then she hears a response, echoing along the hall. But it isn’t another drawer rattling. It’s the front door. Someone is pounding upon it.
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Lucy blinks. Tilts her head. A cold pearl of water rolls down her neck. The sound of hammering ends as abruptly as it began. All she hears now is the tick of the wall clock.


A commotion at the window draws her attention. She turns in time to see a herring gull land on the frame. The bird is so large that it struggles to balance, flapping its wings for stability. It peers in at her with one pale eye. Then it taps its beak against the glass.


Her great-aunt Iris, since succumbing to dementia, has grown darkly superstitious of seagulls—doesn’t like any part of them touching her house. Lucy glances away from this one to the clock. Just past two. Roughly an hour since high tide.


Did she imagine what she just heard? Nobody in this family uses the front door, nor anyone else who knows them well. Good friends and associates, in long-standing tradition, don’t even announce their arrival; they wander in through the kitchen, reach for the biscuit barrel, whatever makes them feel at home.


The hammering resumes. Four emphatic bangs. With a cry, the herring gull flaps off the ledge. Lucy stands, gripping the bath towel to her chest. She moves to the study door.


Looks out.


Like the rest of this sprawling clifftop residence, the hall is grander in dimensions than repair. Duck-egg-blue walls—long in need of repainting—support a chipped yet finely stuccoed ceiling. On the parquet floor, a threadbare runner does little to deaden sound.


The house stood abandoned on Mortis Point for two decades before they bought it. Four years on, Lucy knows that even the pittance they paid was a ransom. Wild Ridge, as the place is named, is still salvageable, but they’ll never afford the repairs. Certainly not now.


The front door is an immense mahogany slab. A transom window above it admits a rectangle of slate sky. The door itself features two panels of sand-blasted glass. As Lucy watches, a shadow moves across them. Proof, if any were needed, that the interruption wasn’t illusory.


She calls up her mental map of Skentel, populating it with the people she loves most. Fin at Headlands Junior School, where she dropped him just before nine. Billie at college in Redlecker, further along the coast. Daniel in his workshop, on the backshore above Penleith Beach.


Lucy steps into the hall and pads along it. The hammering starts up again, so violently that the door shakes in its frame. From the force of the blows, and the size of the shadow, she assumes her visitor is a man. Could it be a creditor? A bailiff? One of Daniel’s customers, intending to surprise him at home?


As she draws closer, the banging falls silent once more. Her fingers reach out, touch the brass latch. Hesitate there.


Something about this feels wrong. Portentous. To be avoided at all costs. Lucy’s never been one to doubt her gut, but she can’t ignore the intrusion. This is her home—until someone with authority says otherwise. No way she’ll cower inside it.


Flipping up the latch, she hauls the door wide.
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It’s Bee.


Lucy’s so surprised that she glances up the lane, expecting to spot an accomplice. Bizarre that someone so petite could create such a racket. Or cast such a deceptive shadow.


Dressed in black with bubblegum-pink hair, Bee peers up at her through lashes as extravagant as a giraffe’s. What she lacks in height she compensates for in girth—wide hips, heavy shoulders, a pleasing roundness of belly. On her T-shirt is a rainbow unicorn with the legend: I DON’T BELIEVE IN YOU EITHER. Lucy’s known her five years, ever since Bee walked into the Drift Net and demanded a job.


Bee jerks backwards when she sees Lucy’s towel and wet hair. Her bangles ring like windchimes. ‘Hey, Luce. Daniel in?’


Lucy’s fingers fall from the latch. ‘Bee?’ Again, she glances along the lane. All she sees is Bee’s electric scooter, leaning against a hedge. ‘Who’s running the Drift Net?’


‘Eh? Oh, I left Tommo in charge.’


‘Tommo? Is that— Do you trust him?’


Bee regards her strangely. ‘Dude, he’s my boyfriend. Of course I trust him.’


Still, Tommo’s a fresh catch, landed just six weeks ago. Lucy’s only met him once, and hardly in the best of circumstances. ‘Does he know how to—’


‘I called you loads,’ Bee says. ‘Thought I’d better hop up. They found the Lazy Susan.’


That throws her for a second. She’s never quite got used to the name of Daniel’s boat. Their boat, she corrects. Although if ownership were awarded on maintenance effort, Daniel could probably claim it. Lucy may have scrubbed barnacles one or two seasons, diving beneath the hull in full scuba, but it’s nothing to the effort Daniel’s sunk in. Hard work and heartbreak’s a price you don’t see going all-in on a forty-year-old yacht. A saner couple might have learned from the experience of renovating Wild Ridge. Not them.


‘They found her?’ Lucy frowns. ‘Who? Found her where?’


‘Just drifting, I think. Somewhere out to sea. They’re towing her in right now.’ Bee cranes her neck, angling for a peek down the hall. ‘So is Daniel here? I mean . . . shit, I know she’s not his boat, especially.’ She pulls out her vape and takes a hit, exhaling strawberry-scented smoke. Again, she glances past Lucy’s shoulder into the house.


Lucy sidesteps, blocking her view. And feels instantly strange. But the study is visible from the front door. She doesn’t want Bee to see what she’s been doing. ‘Are you saying someone stole her? From the dock?’


‘I’ve no idea. Some guy came in, talking about what he heard. Coastguard chatter, I think. Dunno much more than that, really, but I figured you guys should know.’ She shifts her weight from one Doc Marten to the other. ‘You . . . um . . . you good?’


Lucy feels another bead of water climb down her spine. The day feels like it’s unravelling. ‘Yeah, look. Thanks, Bee. I’d better throw on some clothes, find out what’s happening.’


‘You want me to come with?’


She shakes her head. ‘Can you get back to the Drift Net? I’m sure Tommo’s coping fine, but I’d feel better if you were there.’


Bee takes another hit of strawberries. ‘Sure, dude. I’ll skedaddle.’ She pivots and trips down the path.


They found the Lazy Susan. Just drifting, I think. Somewhere out to sea.


Lucy glances behind her. Stalking along the hall to the study is a draggle of wet footprints. Seeing them makes her shiver.


By the front gate, Bee drags her scooter from the bush. She hops on the deck plate and hums away down the lane.


Lucy stands in the doorway, watching. Three herring gulls fly over the house from the west. She knows what it means, a trio of those birds. Closing the door, she rushes back along the hall.
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Plans change, and now Lucy’s plans have changed too. She hurries to the living room at the back of the house. It’s a cavernous space, dense with shadow. The rugs, bookcases and cracked-leather Chesterfields help anchor it. Dominating the far wall is a cast-iron mantel festooned with Gothic fin­ials and pilasters. The air smells of woodsmoke, mixed with damp loam from the many houseplants Daniel grows. One corner’s so dense with foliage it looks like it’s been claimed by jungle.


Velvet drapes have been drawn across two huge windows bisected by stone mullions. Lucy crosses the room and yanks them apart. Light floods in. The view is astonishing.


Wild Ridge stands on the west-facing peninsula of Mortis Point, four hundred feet above the sea. The back lawn, flanked by cypresses and stone pines, recedes to a ring of natural terraces terminating in vertical cliff faces; beyond them, wild sea. Visible to the north is the crescent of sand forming Penleith Beach. Far below the peninsula’s southern flank lies Skentel.


From here, Lucy has a bird’s-eye view of the town. Its whitewashed buildings cluster around a steep cobbled street barely wide enough for a car. A curving stone breakwater protects its tiny harbour from the Atlantic.


This close to high tide, seawater slaps the quay. Un­usually, most of the fishing boats are still tied up. The floating dock is cluttered with yachts. Smaller craft bob in the harbour, lashed to orange mooring buoys.


Lucy sees the lifeboat station, the Norman church and the Drift Net’s sloped roof. Out beyond the breakwater, chugging into harbour, she spots a Tamar-class lifeboat. It’s not the Skentel boat—this one must be from a station further along the coast. Towed behind it is the Lazy Susan.


Their navy-hulled yacht sits far too low in the water. Waves are breaking over the name painted on her bow. Two RNLI crew stand in the cockpit. The mainsail is furled, likewise the jib.


Something greasy hatches in Lucy’s stomach. Snatching binoculars from the cocktail cabinet, she takes a closer look. One of the RNLI crew is Beth McKaylin, owner of the Penny Moon campsite. The other volunteer Lucy doesn’t recognize. She snags the landline handset and calls Daniel.


Down on Penleith Beach, mobile reception isn’t great. After a two-second delay the call goes to voicemail: ‘Hi, you’ve reached Daniel Locke of Locke-Povey Marine . . .’


Lucy waits for the beep. ‘Hey, it’s me. Something’s up. Call me straight back when you get this.’


People are coming on to the waterfront, now. Someone points at the Drift Net. Someone else raises a finger towards Mortis Point.


They found the Lazy Susan. Just drifting, I think. Somewhere out to sea.


Lucy lowers the binoculars. If she leaves in the next few minutes, she’ll beat the lifeboat to the quay. Upstairs, she throws on dungarees and boots. Back in the hall, she grabs her keys from the console table. In the black-spotted wall mirror, she catches her reflection. Her face betrays her disquiet, rust-flecked brown eyes showing too much white. The pallid light has bleached her skin. Her hair, hanging in wet blonde ringlets, offers barely any contrast. She looks like something washed up by the tide from a place deep down dark.


By the front door, she taps the barometer’s glass housing. The mercury plummets further. No wonder most of the fishing fleet’s still in harbour. Everyone’s been warned of what’s coming. The rapidly changing pressure suggests something even worse.


Outside, a salt wind hisses among the cypresses. Lucy climbs into her Citroën and guns the engine. Her mobile phone’s on the passenger seat where she left it. She taps the screen and it wakes: no messages; no calls; no reception. Tyres spitting stones, she reverses off the drive.
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The lane takes her east. Little chance of meeting traffic on the peninsula. She drives as fast as she dares.


Reaching the coastal road, Lucy heads south. She doesn’t take the Skentel turn-off, which leads down to the harbour via the cobbled main street. Instead she uses Smuggler’s Tumble, a series of unpaved switchbacks dropping through pine forest to the shore. At the bottom she parks on the gravel circle where anglers sometimes leave their cars.


The air reeks of pine sap and seaweed. As Lucy emerges on to the shingle, a chill wind snatches at her clothes. This close, the ocean looks oily and dark. The swell is far higher than it seemed from Mortis Point. Breakers boom as they collapse into foam.


Crunching along the beach, Lucy checks her watch. Quarter past two. Only a few hours until the storm makes landfall. She thinks about trying Daniel again, but her phone is still flatlining. Reaching the breakwater’s shoulder, she climbs the steps cut into its face.


A crowd has gathered on the quay. Even outside tourist season, lifeboat launches attract interest. All eyes are on the Tamar-class as it tows the stricken yacht through the entrance channel.


Lucy hurries along the breakwater, her eyes on the oncoming boats. She presses through the gathered onlookers, catching snatches of conversation.


‘. . . said they own the Drift Net . . .’


‘. . . just in time, if you ask me . . .’


‘. . . lucky it’s still pretty calm . . .’


Water spurts in a thick gush from the Lazy Susan ’s bilge outlet. A salvage pump, presumably installed by the lifeboat crew, discharges seawater via a hose slung over the side.


Beth McKaylin stands at the bow rail. As the yacht closes with the breakwater, she tosses a dock line to a harbour ­official. More lines are thrown. On the lifeboat, a crewman detaches the towline.


‘Lucy! Hey, Luce!’


She turns to see Matt Guinness edging through the crowd. Matt’s an old classmate—an original resident of ­Skentel. Straggle-haired and balding, he lives with his mother in a fisherman’s cottage overlooking the harbour. Judging from his polo shirt, he’s currently working at the Goat Hotel on the high street.


‘Been looking out for you,’ he says, eyes bright with the prospect of sharing bad news. ‘The Lazy Susan. Ain’t that your latest fella’s boat?’


No point clarifying she’s been with Daniel nine years. ‘Do you know what happened?’


Matt scratches the wisps of beard sprouting from his chin. Unlike his hair, his fingernails—long and curved like the claws of a burrowing mole—are scrupulously clean. When he grins, he reveals a lifetime of bad dentistry. ‘Maybe someone didn’t check their mooring lines.’


Lucy shakes her head. The harbour water churns white as the lifeboat’s engines reverse thrust. ‘You think she floated all the way round the breakwater without anyone noticing? Kind of unlikely, isn’t it?’


‘Maybe, maybe not. Weirder things have happened.’


‘Bee said she was found drifting in open sea.’


Behind her a vehicle horn honks, followed by a brief squawk of siren. Matt’s gaze settles on something over her shoulder. ‘Uh-oh,’ he says, grin widening. ‘Looks like ­Hubby’s got some explaining to do.’


Lucy turns to see a Land Rover Defender in coastguard livery nudging through the crowd. She’s not going to get anything useful from Matt Guinness. Excusing herself, she pushes through the onlookers. She’s tempted to follow the break­water to where the Lazy Susan is being tied up, but the quickest way to find out what’s happening is to track down her ex.
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Skentel’s lifeboat station sits high above the quay, on a coursed limestone base that juts from the cliffs of Mortis Point. Its slipway extends across the water, past the low-tide point. From the quay, a switchback metal staircase climbs sixty feet to the entrance deck. Lucy hurries up it.


She’s halfway to the top when sound explodes overhead. A coastguard helicopter, nosecone and tail boom painted bright red, blasts over Mortis Point. It follows the shoreline south, anti-collision beacon flashing.


Thanks to Fin’s collection of plastic kits, Lucy recognizes the model: a twin-engine AW189. It’s a beast of a machine, eight tons in weight, bristling with search-and-rescue ­apparatus. The whistle of its turbines competes with the clatter-roar of its rotor blades.


Down in the harbour the Tamar-class lifeboat throttles up, heading back out to sea. On the quay, the crowd continues to build. Lucy sees activity along the breakwater and on the floating dock. Some of the boats are getting ready to cast off.


Her unease grows. She climbs higher. Around her, the protective cage sings and vibrates. When she reaches the next switchback, she notices a police patrol car parked beside the coastguard Land Rover.


At last she arrives at the RNLI boathouse’s decked entranceway. Alec Paul, in T-shirt and salopettes, is standing outside the glass doors. Above his head, the sky has darkened to slate.
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Alec’s a bear: six foot three, shaggy brown beard, shoulders like oak barrels. He drops a meaty paw around Lucy’s shoulders and guides her to the entrance.


‘Jake said you’d come. Asked me to look out for you. He’s been trying your mobile for the last hour.’


‘I was at home. You recovered the Lazy Susan?’


Alec’s brow clenches, as if he wasn’t expecting the question. He looks over the railing. ‘Those guys are from Appledore. Decided they couldn’t leave her out there—not with what’s coming. Too dangerous for other boats.’


‘Is there much damage?’


His hand slides off her shoulder. He’s full-on frowning now. ‘I couldn’t say.’


Lucy casts a glance at the yacht. ‘She’s sitting pretty low, but at least they’ve got the pumps going. This storm front—we’re lucky the sea’s still as calm as it is.’


‘Yeah.’ Alec takes her arms. ‘Listen. Are you OK?’


Lucy thinks of the paperwork strewn across Daniel’s desk; of everything they’ve built these last nine years; how, until only a few weeks ago, it felt like a fortress.


There’s a sound in her ears like a far-off whistle. ‘The police are here,’ she says. ‘I guess that means she was stolen.’


‘Lucy, I’m not sure what you’ve heard. What have you heard?’


Something’s crawling in her stomach now. Alec’s wearing an expression she can’t place. ‘Bee said she was found drifting. Guy I know reckons she slipped her moorings but that can’t be true. Someone must’ve stolen her. Someone must’ve sneaked—’


‘She wasn’t stolen.’


‘—onboard and managed to hot-wire the engine or some—’


‘Lucy, Daniel took her out.’


She flinches, shakes her head, as if a fly just swooped into her ear. ‘Daniel? But Daniel’s at work. He left before I took Fin to school.’


‘I’m sorry, I really am—but Daniel maydayed from the Lazy Susan.’


Lucy’s throat clenches. It feels like someone’s squeezing it. Her right hand finds her wedding band and twists it round her ring finger. She looks past Alec to the coastguard helicopter banking west, out to sea. Her gaze drops to the harbour, to the flotilla of small boats being readied; to the Tamar-class lifeboat, out beyond the breakwater, its propellers churning a white wake. Despite the gunmetal clouds, the falling pressure, the day still seems preternaturally calm.


The ringing in her ears intensifies. She weaves around Alec to the glass doors.




TWO


1


The entrance to Skentel’s RNLI boathouse is dominated by its hand-painted service boards. They detail a century’s span of notable rescues. Beyond them, a cavernous boat hall is ringed by two railed walkways. Right now, the roller-shutter door is up, exposing the giant steel slipway descending to the sea. In the nine years since Lucy’s relationship with Jake Farrell ended, the place has changed hardly at all.


She finds Jake in the ops room, crouched over the VHF radio. A laptop shows graphics of the rapidly changing conditions. Jake straightens when he sees her. Since the split, he’s never quite learned how to handle their encounters. He rolls his shoulders, rubbing his close-shaved scalp.


‘Just tell me, Jake,’ she asks. ‘What happened? Where’s Daniel?’


He motions Alec to replace him at the desk. ‘Keep an ear out,’ he says. ‘Grab me if there’s news.’ Then he steers Lucy along the corridor to the changing room. ‘Coastguard picked up a distress call from your husband, earlier.’


‘And? Is he OK?’


‘We don’t know. We’re in the—’


‘You don’t know?’


‘Our lifeboat located your yacht, but the crew found no one onboard.’


Her ears roar, air rushing into a vacuum. ‘So where’s Daniel?’


‘That’s what we’re trying—’


‘He’s still missing?’


‘Right now, we’re—’


‘Have you heard from him since?’


Jake holds up his hands to silence her. ‘Lucy, take a breath, OK? Listen to what I’m saying. Daniel put out a Mayday around twelve thirty. Twelve thirty-seven, to be exact. Said he was taking on water and needed assistance. We don’t maintain a headset watch here. First we heard about it was a request from Milford coastguard, asking us to send a boat. Our DLA authorized the Tamar to launch. Crew went out twelve minutes later.


‘Daniel stopped broadcasting before he sent his position, but the coastguard’s direction finder picked up his transmission bearing. Still took us a while to find the Lazy Susan, even with that. Those currents are strong and she was just drifting, seven miles out, sails packed away like they’d never been used. Our offshore boat got a couple of crew onboard with a salvage pump, but they couldn’t find hide nor hair of Daniel. When we relayed that, the coastguard bumped the priority. We left a crew member with the yacht and redeployed.


‘You probably saw the helicopter. We’ve launched our ­inshore D-class to assist. Clovelly and Bude have sent their in­shore vessels too. Plus Tamars from Appledore and Padstow. Good thing is, the weather’s still holding. I don’t know what it’ll be like in a few hours, but right now we’ve a window. There’s a small fleet heading out from Skentel. Fishing boats, yachts—pretty much the whole town is mobilizing.’


Daniel in the water. It’s too distressing to take in. She shuts her mouth, opens it. Focus, Lucy. ‘How long, exactly, since he made contact?’


‘I didn’t hear the broadcast. But he wasn’t talking long.’


She looks at her watch. ‘So—an hour forty-five?’


‘There or thereabouts.’


Her throat tightens further. ‘That water’s cold, Jake.’


‘Your boat has a life raft?’


‘A Seago six-berth, bright yellow. Immersion suits too—enough for the whole family.’


He nods. ‘We’ve got the very best people out searching.’


Lucy’s gaze falls to Jake’s sweater. She recognizes it—a cream rope-knit from a decade ago. The sleeve has a small repair, which she made during a brief spell of lunacy when mending his clothes seemed romantic. Already, her ties to reality feel frayed. For a moment, the sight of those clumsy stitches throws her completely. With effort, she swallows. ‘Find him, Jake, please. Not just for me. He’s Fin’s dad.’


Again, her fingers reach for her wedding band. It’s a cheap thing, really. Some kind of base metal. Every so often it goes green and she has to scrub it to restore the shine, but she’s resisted Daniel’s offers to buy a new one. As always, in this relationship, items with little value gain it as they age. Her wedding band may have cost a song, but it represents something priceless. She still remembers the moment he put it on her finger; that sense of a puzzle piece clicking into place; gears, somewhere in the universe, quietly meshing.


All at once, Lucy’s back in her kitchen up on Mortis Point and time has rewound six hours. Fin sits at the breakfast table, bare legs swinging beneath it. He’s working on a bowl of Frosties. Open beside him is his Match Attax folder.


‘Mummy,’ he says. He rabbit-wrinkles his nose until his glasses sit higher up his face. ‘Eden Hazard has an attack of ninety-four, but a defence of forty-three. How can he be so good at one thing and so terrible at another?’


Since he learned to talk, Fin’s injected melodrama into every sentence he’s uttered. Just hearing him speak ignites Lucy’s heart. She has no idea who Eden Hazard is. When she leans over Fin’s shoulder, she sees what she thinks is a Real Madrid kit.


‘Everyone’s good at some things and bad at others,’ she says, as Daniel enters the room. ‘Take Daddy, for example.’


Daniel stops in the doorway, staring. His eyes are bloodshot. It looks like he’s fighting a hangover on top of a poor night’s sleep.


‘Daddy’s a genius at building boats and giving tickles,’ she continues. ‘He’s not quite as clever at kissing his wife and son when he sees them at breakfast.’


Fin snorts with laughter. But Lucy’s still looking at her husband and she knows her joke’s fallen flat. When it works, this pantomime jollity can fool anyone. When it doesn’t, it feels like everything in the world is collapsing.


Abruptly, Daniel jerks back to life. He bends over Fin’s chair and plants a kiss on the boy’s head. ‘Love you, buddy.’


‘You want some coffee?’ Lucy asks.


‘Thanks, no. Heading out early today.’


‘You’re leaving now?’


He glances through the window. Over Mortis Point, the sky’s so dark with cloud it looks like dawn hasn’t broken. ‘Thought I’d go down while it’s quiet. Get a few loose ends tied up.’


Her jaw tightens when she hears that. Because Daniel’s task, later this morning, will bring him close to breaking. If only she could carry some of the weight. ‘Better take a jacket. This storm won’t wait much longer.’


His eyes are still on the clouds, as if he’s searching them for something.


‘Daniel?’


‘Huh?’


Lucy raises an eyebrow, hoping to strike a more light-hearted tone in front of Fin. ‘Kiss?’


No response. She waits, head tilted. More of the pantomime.


At the table, Fin puts down his spoon. He looks at each of his parents. ‘Come on, Daddy,’ he says. ‘Don’t leave Mummy hanging.’


Daniel turns from the window and studies his son. Then he crosses the kitchen and kisses Lucy. His lips feel bloodless. Cold as the ocean.


She thinks about pulling him into a hug and repeating her vow from last night—that they’ll survive the coming storm, that their love is a bulwark against all the bad weather heading their way. Instead, sensing his fragility, she rubs his arm. ‘Listen, Goof,’ she whispers. ‘I swear this’ll be OK.’


He nods and walks to the back door. ‘Bye,’ he says, and steps into the early-morning dark without looking back.


Cold air licks into the room, fading like smoke.


‘Shall I tell you a story, Mummy? This one’s very interesting. Yesterday, we had a new girl in our class. Her name was Jessica.’


Lucy stares at the back door. Outside, she hears the diesel clatter of Daniel’s Volvo. I love you, she should have said. None of this is your fault.


‘And do you know what else, Mummy? Last year we had a girl leave our class. And do you know what her name was? Do you know, Mummy?’


Lucy touches her lips where Daniel’s mouth left its mark. Something in her chest quivers. Strange, how all her breath is in her throat.


‘Her name was Jessica too. We swapped one Jessica for another Jessica. The old Jessica left, and a new Jessica took her place.’


The Volvo crunches over the driveway stones. Lucy imagines Daniel behind the wheel, still wearing that vacant look. It feels, recently, like Fin’s anecdote happened to the man she loves. The old Daniel left and a new Daniel took his place. Only one person to blame for that, and it’s not her husband.


‘Do you know what I think, Mummy? I think they had to wait a whole year until they found someone with exactly the same name so Miss Clay didn’t have to write out a new locker sticker. That’s what I think, anyway, and that’s what I’m going to say if anyone asks me about it.’


‘If anyone asks you about what, Scout?’


That voice isn’t Lucy’s but Billie’s. The girl bounds in, barefoot. As always, Lucy feels like she’s viewing a younger reflection; her daughter shares the same brown eyes, upturned nose and square jaw. A neon-green T-shirt hangs off her shoulder. It exposes a strap of patterned bra and part of a dark tattoo. Her black gym shorts are cut to mid-thigh, bisecting another tattoo. A fabric band holds Billie’s blonde bob off her face.


‘Why’d you call me Scout?’ Fin asks, stirring his Frosties.


‘It’s from a film.’


Lucy rolls her eyes. ‘It’s from a book.’


‘Oops, I’m in trouble,’ Billie tells her brother. ‘Like that time you asked to dress up as Jack Sparrow for World Book Day.’


‘Jack Sparrow’s a cool dude,’ Fin says. ‘A booty pirate.’


Billie snorts with laughter. ‘Where did you get that one from, little man? No, doesn’t matter. My point was, Jack didn’t come from a kid’s book.’


Fin’s gaze moves from his sister to the window. ‘Did you know there’s a storm coming, Billo?’


‘Yup. I hear it’s going to be a real monster.’ She grabs her mascara bottle and plonks down opposite. ‘What they call a threat to life.’


‘Threat to life,’ he repeats, testing the words on his tongue. Then he munches a spoonful of Frosties.


‘After college, straight back home, OK?’ Lucy tells Billie.


‘Sure.’


‘I mean it. Weather’s due to hit late afternoon. I want you both here with me, baking or playing board games—’


‘Or hiding under a table,’ the girl interjects.


Lucy grins. ‘Or playing board games under a table.’


‘Or baking under a table, Mummy.’


‘Great idea, Scout.’


The memory dissolves. Abruptly, Lucy’s back inside the RNLI boathouse, shivering under Jake’s gaze.


He frowns, touches her bare arm. ‘Jesus, Luce, you’re freezing.’ From a peg, he grabs a yellow Helly Hansen crew jacket. He drapes it around her shoulders. She pushes her hands through the sleeves. ‘You want a coffee to warm you up? Tea?’


Lucy thinks of those cold Atlantic waves. She shakes her head. ‘I need to be out there. Doing something.’


‘Should I phone someone for you?’


‘Thanks, no. Look, I know you’ll do a great job. Please, call me—the moment you have news.’


2


Outside, the sky is noticeably darker, the sea marbled with white water. At the rail enclosing the entrance deck, Lucy looks down at the quay. The harbour is emptying of boats. Fishing vessels and yachts are fanning out past Mortis Point.


The Lazy Susan bobs beside the breakwater, salvage pump still spitting. Beth McKaylin, the RNLI volunteer, is standing on the breakwater’s inner wall. She’s talking to the coastguard, the harbour master and two police officers.


Where are you, Daniel? Where did you go?


All morning Lucy’s been trying to figure out how to save him. Is this his attempt to save her? To save their house, and Billie’s and Fin’s lives in Skentel? By vanishing into a storm and bequeathing them a pay-out?


She can’t believe that. Won’t believe it.


Because their house is just a house. And they can pick up their lives anywhere, but they can’t be a family without him.


Tasting bile, Lucy hauls out her phone. She often gets a bar or two of reception on the quay. Right now, even that has gone. When she peers back over the rail, she notices Noemie Farrell outside the Drift Net, snug inside a grey woollen poncho. Lucy calls out to her friend.


At the bottom of the switchback steps they embrace. Then Noemie pulls back. ‘My God. I’ve been trying to call. Where’ve you been?’


‘I just finished talking to your brother.’


‘Jake?’ Noemie blows out a breath. ‘Right, Jesus, so you know. I’m so sorry, Luce. It’s ridiculous. I didn’t believe it when I heard. When I couldn’t get hold of you, I came straight down. You just know Daniel’s going to be out there somewhere, floating around in that swanky life raft, embarrassed to hell about all the fuss. Probably why he hasn’t shown up yet.’


Lucy’s jaw muscles clench. It’s good to see Noemie, but her forced jollity is awful.


‘Did Jake have any update?’ Noemie asks. ‘I know a lot of the fishing boys just headed out.’


‘No one’s heard from Daniel since the distress call.’


‘When was that?’


‘Around half twelve, Jake said.’


The brief silence is loaded with meaning. Noemie’s tight smile can’t paper over it. ‘He only bought the life raft recently, didn’t he?’


‘It’s pretty much brand new.’


‘Doesn’t it have its own fresh-water system? Probably even churns out a decent latte.’


‘Location light, thermal floor, ballast pockets, torch and signal mirror.’ Lucy grimaces. Joining Noemie in this optimistic little deception feels like a mockery. Abruptly, she recalls something else from the Seago sales brochure. The realization is a knife sliding between her ribs.


‘They’ll find him,’ Noemie says, turning her eyes to the sea. ‘I know they will.’


Doubtless she also knows—just like Lucy and everyone else around here—how strong the currents are along this stretch of coast, how brutal the North Atlantic is in late winter. Skentel, after all, has a one-thousand-year tradition of losing its residents to the sea.


‘I haven’t seen him since Billie’s party,’ Noemie adds. ‘How’s he been?’


‘Fine,’ Lucy lies. ‘Better. Much better, actually.’


‘What about things with Nick? And the business generally? Did Daniel—’


‘I need to speak to the coastguard,’ Lucy says. ‘Beth ­McKaylin, too.’


Noemie hesitates, nods. ‘In that case I’d better tag along.’


They cross the quay and walk out along the breakwater. The Lazy Susan exhibits no signs of damage. Forty years old, with a fibreglass hull as tough as a Sherman tank, most of the essentials have long been replaced. Everything looks orderly and neat, just as it should.


As Lucy approaches, the group beside the yacht breaks off its discussion.


Beth McKaylin is first to speak, eyeing Lucy’s borrowed RNLI jacket with obvious disapproval. ‘You’re bloody lucky we found her. Another ten minutes and she’d have been on the bottom.’


Among Skentel’s natives, Beth’s surliness is well known. But this is personal—the pair have history. Anger rises like a welt in Lucy’s throat. ‘I don’t give a shit about the boat,’ she says. ‘Daniel’s still out there.’


‘Aye, and we’ll find him, sure enough—if that’s what he wants.’


Lucy stares, outraged. Chilling, how quickly everyone—from her best friend to Beth McKaylin—is groping towards a judgement. Only moments ago she’d wondered if Daniel’s disappearance was deliberate herself. But not because he’d abandoned them. Quite the opposite.


Before she can defend her husband, one of the coastguard officials clears his throat. ‘I’m Sean Rowland, station officer in Redlecker. I take it you’re Daniel’s partner?’


Rowland’s hand, when she shakes it, is reassuringly coarse. ‘Lucy Locke. I’m Daniel’s wife.’


‘This is your boat?’


‘Both of ours, yes.’


He nods encouragingly. ‘The direction finder calculated your husband’s bearing, even though he didn’t report it. That helped us plot the search area. Obviously, we’ve already found the yacht. He can’t have drifted too far.’


‘There’s a storm coming.’


Rowland checks the sky. ‘Just means we’ll have to work faster to wrap this up. You only need to look around to see the effort going into finding him. Daniel’s an experienced helmsman?’


‘Very.’


A thought resurfaces. Lucy didn’t want to confront it earl­ier. Now she has no choice. Because as well as the myriad features she listed to Noemie, the Seago life raft is equipped with three red hand flares and two parachute rockets. To Rowland, she asks, ‘Has anyone out there seen a flare?’


‘Nothing’s been reported that I know.’


Lucy lets that sink in. A wave slaps the breakwater’s outer wall; salt spray stings her cheeks. Only six weeks since the night she and Daniel sat up there, legs dangling, as snow fell on the ocean. Fur-lined parkas, champagne flutes borrowed from the Drift Net, a deluge of flakes so beautiful it rendered them both speechless.


She glances at the Lazy Susan, tries to silence the buzz­ing in her head. ‘I’d better take a look down below. See if there’s—’


‘Probably best if you didn’t.’ The female police officer steps forward. She’s taller than her colleague. Blonde hair, wide hips. ‘Not just yet. We’re still piecing together what happened.’


‘But Daniel may have left a note. Something that’ll—’


Beth McKaylin grunts. ‘Why would anyone leave a note on a sinking boat?’


‘Unless I’m blind, she hasn’t sunk,’ Lucy snaps. ‘And there’s all kinds of reasons he—’


‘There was no note. The hatch was open when we found her. I went down and had a good nose about. Lot of wood needs drying out down there, but that’s about all you’ll find.’


The thought of Beth McKaylin poking around their private space makes Lucy’s skin prickle. ‘What about our life raft? Did you find that?’


Clear, from Beth’s expression, that she never looked. Frustrated, Lucy turns to Rowland. ‘Daniel keeps a six-berth Seago life raft onboard. Bright yellow, size of a small car when inflated, big flashing SOLAS light on top. We should find out whether it was launched, don’t you think?’


‘She’s right,’ Rowland says. ‘Lifeboat crews need to know. The chopper, too.’


‘Where’s it usually stowed?’ the officer asks.


Lucy points at the Lazy Susan’s cockpit. ‘Either the port or starboard lockers. If you could just let me—’


‘Wait here.’


The woman retreats along the breakwater, talking into her radio. A minute later she’s back. From her utility belt she pulls two latex gloves and snaps them on. Then she steps on to the yacht, clambers into the cockpit and crouches in front of the port locker. ‘It’s padlocked. In fact, they both are.’


Lucy’s stomach flops. No chance, in an emergency, that Daniel would have reattached a padlock, but she still has to check. ‘Here.’ She lobs her keys across the gap. ‘The small silver one.’


Moments later the officer raises the locker’s lid. ‘Describe this thing.’


‘Looks like a large suitcase. Cream-coloured, secured by black webbing. Should be clearly labelled.’


‘Nothing like that in here.’


‘Check the other one.’


The officer opens the starboard locker. ‘OK, I’ve got rope, quite a lot of it. Fire extinguisher, barbecue, petrol can. Ah, hang on. Yep. Big cream suitcase, Seago branding. “Offshore life raft”, it says.’


No air, suddenly, in Lucy’s chest. Beside her, Sean Rowland can’t hide his dismay. The police officer steps back on to the breakwater. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Locke. I’m sure that’s not what you wanted to hear. This all must be very confusing.’


Lucy nods, even though it isn’t. The facts couldn’t be clearer. Daniel took the Lazy Susan out to sea. He radioed in a distress call. And now he’s missing—in the North Atlantic at its coldest, without the Seago life raft that cost them so much money.


She touches her lips, remembering Daniel’s bloodless kiss at breakfast; how she never pulled him into a hug. This morning, he’d been due to announce final redundancies at Locke-Povey Marine. Last night, considering it, he’d made himself physically sick.


‘Does Mr Locke have a car?’


The cry of a herring gull pulls Lucy’s gaze to the quay. Until now, she hadn’t given Daniel’s Volvo a thought. Did he go to his workshop, like he told her? Or did he drive straight to the harbour from the house? All the marked spaces along the quay are taken. The tiny car park at its southern end is obscured by the breakwater’s shoulder. Could the Volvo be there? It wasn’t at the bottom of Smuggler’s Tumble. There are few other places around here to leave a car.


‘Mrs Locke?’


She turns and finds the male police officer staring. ‘A Volvo XC90. Dark grey.’


‘The big SUV?’


Lucy nods.


‘I’m PC Lamb,’ he says. ‘This is PC Noakes. As Mr Locke went missing offshore, the coastguard’s coordinating search and rescue, but we’ll still need some details. Is there somewhere we could go?’


Lucy glances at the Lazy Susan. She’s tempted to leap aboard and scramble through the hatch, just to see the cabin for herself, but how batshit crazy would that look? She needs these people onside. Her role, right now, is Daniel’s trustworthy onshore representative.


Her role is to be his wife.




THREE
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The Drift Net stands in a prime position on Skentel’s quay. Wide windows either side of its front doors offer a panoramic view. Right now, the glass is hazy with condensation, evidence both of the approaching weather front and the espresso machine running at full tilt inside.


Shopfront businesses open and close with depressing regularity in Skentel. City people, disillusioned with corporate life, arrive armed with romantic ideas masquerading as business plans. They see the town in summer, heaving with tourist wallets, and decide it’s the perfect location for their craft brewery, organic juice bar or boutique record shop. A grand opening follows: trays of Prosecco and faces flushed with delight. And six months later—perhaps a year if a house has been remortgaged or an inheritance spent—the stock disappears, the front door is locked and the windows become advertising hoardings for whichever travelling circus is next to visit.


In general, only two types of business survive. Local ­staples like the pharmacy and post office, or high-season shops that make enough during the summer months to close up in winter.


From the start, Lucy wanted to appeal to tourists and locals alike. To succeed, her business would have to be a chameleon, changing its skin with the seasons: a hub for natives to patronize and visitors to discover.


After a difficult labour, with funding that often looked precarious, the Drift Net was born. The birth trauma was nothing to the uncertainty that followed. Never, in the first six months, did Lucy believe she’d survive another year. People insisted the concept wouldn’t work. That she needed to narrow her focus, temper her optimism, downsize her ambition.


And yet, somehow, the Drift Net held on. Six years later, it’s expanded greatly from its initial offering—a live-music venue that doubles as gallery space for local artists. She’d seen the model work in London. Against all expectations, she made it work even better down here. These days, the Drift Net attracts bands that would never normally venture this far west. Despite the big names, Lucy’s always prioritized local-grown talent. As a result, she’s curated a patronage of music lovers well beyond this stretch of coast.


During the day, the Drift Net transforms into an in­expensive eatery, offering food from a constantly evolving menu. There are speaking events, RNLI fundraisers and meet-ups for those struggling with loneliness or bereavement. Lucy’s worked with charities to offer placements to adults with special needs and to ex-offenders trying to change direction. Skentel’s various clubs and societies use the facilities free of charge.


Lucy’s been praised regularly for its success. But all she did was plant the seed and tend the shoot. The Drift Net’s flourishing has far more to do with heroes like Bee—who manages it during the day—and Tyler, who takes over after sunset. One thing everyone in the town knows beyond doubt: six years after opening, the idea of Skentel without its quayside venue is unthinkable.


As Lucy pushes open the door, a fug of warm air rolls over her. She smells fresh-baked pastries and ground coffee. It’s a large space, low and wide, the light honeyed from so much wood. The bar top is a single slab of oak recovered from a decommissioned naval sloop. Fairy lights hang along it, illuminating the leather-topped stools beneath.


Of the Drift Net’s twenty tables, over three quarters are full. Above the whirr of the coffee grinder and the steamy exhalations of the milk frother comes the urgent murmur of conversation.


It dies the moment Lucy walks in. Obvious that news of Daniel has spread. Customers glance away when she looks at them. Unsettling, how personal tragedy is feared as contagious. A shared look, a touch, and the bad luck rubs off.


The police presence is a catalyst: within moments the chatter is back, louder than before. Carefully, she man­oeuvres through it. The station clock on the far wall marks the time: twenty to three. Two hours, now, since Daniel’s distress call. Lucy’s fear is shrapnel inside her head.


Bee is standing behind the bar beside Tommo, her new boyfriend. Despite her unicorn T-shirt and cartoony pink hair, she couldn’t look more spooked. ‘Luce,’ she says. ‘Dude. We just heard. When I came to the house I had no idea. I’m so sorry I—’


‘Don’t,’ Lucy says. ‘Seriously. You’ve no reason to apologize. Listen, I need to speak to the police. Can you keep the kitchen open? The more people we get through the door, the better we can spread the word.’


‘Right,’ Bee says. She turns to Tommo—late thirties, soft belly, T-shirt that says, WHEN LIFE GIVES YOU LEMONS, GRAB SALT AND TEQUILA. ‘I need to steal you a little longer.’


He nods, an obedient puppy. To Lucy, he says, ‘These things are sent to test us. Be strong and you’ll get through it.’


In Tommo’s expression Lucy sees something that steals her breath. She watches Bee loop an arm around his waist. Then she leads her group to a table and peels off her RNLI jacket.


PC Noakes takes out a notebook. ‘Mr Locke’s date of birth?’


‘Thirteenth of January, 1979. He’s forty-two.’


‘Can you give me a description?’


‘Five ten, average build.’


Lucy pauses, frowns. It’s a pitiful amount of detail, but when she closes her eyes, she can’t visualize her Daniel at all, just that lost little boy from the Polaroid. It frightens her so badly her eyes snap back open.


‘Hair colour?’


‘Black,’ she replies, gasping. ‘And he has blue eyes. Slush Puppie blue, you know? Like the drink.’ She shakes her head. ‘I’m sorry, I . . . I’m not making much sense.’


‘Any distinguishing features? Birthmarks, that kind of thing?’


The question makes her flinch. No one’s going to locate Daniel thanks to a birthmark, but they might use one to identify him. Seven miles of cold ocean lie between here and where he disappeared. And the plunging mercury is evidence that something truly awful is approaching.


‘My husband has a scar along his right forearm,’ she says. ‘About four inches long. Fluke of an anchor once ripped it open.’


Lucy touches a point on her bare arm and traces the pattern. An image forms: Daniel lying dead on a hospital gurney, the scar on his forearm lightning white against the surrounding skin. It’s such a shocking picture that her chin trembles, threatens to give.


Noakes finishes writing. ‘Can you tell me the last time you saw Mr Locke?’


‘Please,’ she says. ‘Not this “Mr and Mrs” stuff. His name’s Daniel. You can call me Lucy. I last saw him around eight this morning.’


‘Did he give you any indication where he was going?’


Again, Lucy casts her mind back: Daniel in the kitchen, staring through the window at the gunmetal clouds. ‘He told me he was going to work.’


‘And where’s that?’


‘Locke-Povey Marine, an outfitting company. His workshop’s at the top of Penleith Beach.’


‘He runs it? Owns it?’


‘Runs and part-owns it. His business partner is’—a crook, a cheat, a destroyer of all things good—‘Nick Povey. Was Nick Povey.’


‘Was?’


‘They went their separate ways.’


‘Mr Povey’s local to here?’


‘Yes.’


‘You’ve spoken to him?’


‘Not this morning.’


‘You have contact details?’


‘Of course.’


Noakes starts scribbling again. ‘Employees?’


‘Twenty or so. Although not all of them will have been in. He’s . . . They’re . . . downsizing.’


‘You know if any of them have seen Daniel today? Or ­spoken to him since he left the house?’


‘No one’s been answering the work phone. Customers usually go through to Daniel’s mobile. It’s a noisy place. They don’t always pick up.’


‘You haven’t been down?’


‘I only just found out. I came straight to the quay.’


‘We’ll get someone over there to talk to them. And to Mr Povey, too. Mrs Locke—­Lucy—was Daniel . . . Has any aspect of his recent behaviour given you cause for concern?’


The cold kiss. The chilling goodbye. The sensation, all morning, that events are running out of control.


‘Not at all.’


‘I’m sorry to press you—but no indications of depression, anything like that?’


‘Will it affect the search?’


PC Noakes tilts her head. ‘I’m sorry?’


‘I know how these things work. You start thinking this was deliberate—that he sailed out there because he didn’t want to be found, and it lets you stand down the search, gives you a—’


‘Mrs Locke—’


‘—reason to call everyone back, when Daniel is out there, right now, depending on us to find him, depending on—’


‘Mrs Locke—’


‘It’s LUCY!’


She rocks backwards, shocked by her loss of control. The two police officers study her as if she’s just become a lot more interesting. Glancing around, she realizes that half the people inside the Drift Net are staring.


Let them. Never before has Daniel’s reputation needed protection. And now, suddenly, it does; cupped hands around a stuttering flame.


‘Lucy,’ Sean Rowland says. ‘The coastguard is coordinating search and rescue, not the police. No one’s thinking of standing it down—we’re only getting started. These officers are just doing their best to build up a picture of what might have happened.’


Lucy thinks of the Seago life raft, untouched in its locker. She takes a breath and blows it out. To PC Noakes, she says, ‘I’m sorry. I just . . . It’s hard to believe this is happening.’


Noakes nods, but her smile doesn’t reach her eyes. ‘It’s fine. Believe me, we get it all the time.’


Lucy glances at the clock. ‘School’s finishing. I need to collect my son—­arrange for someone to look after him. I’ll be twenty minutes or so.’


‘In that case let me take some contact details.’


Lucy recites her mobile, her landline and her email. She gives out Daniel’s various contact numbers, as well as Nick’s.


‘Do you know your husband’s vehicle registration?’


Lucy relays that too. Standing, she pulls on her borrowed jacket.


‘Are you a volunteer?’ PC Lamb asks.


She shakes her head. ‘My ex is the lead coxswain.’


‘Your ex-husband?’


‘Ex-boyfriend.’


Beside her, Noemie rises. ‘Hon, I’ll tag along. You can leave Fin with me while this plays out.’


2


Before they leave the Drift Net, Lucy returns to the bar. ­Grabbing the landline handset, she dials Billie. The girl won’t answer—she’ll be halfway through her biology class—and yet when the pre-recorded message ends, Lucy hangs up without speaking. This isn’t news to be learned over voicemail.


Instead, she tries Daniel again: Hi, you’ve reached Daniel Locke of Locke-Povey Marine . . .


Lucy remembers the day he recorded that message, and the near-fifty failed attempts that preceded it. He’d started while sitting on their bed, only managing to succeed by locking himself in the bathroom. Much of the failure had been down to her—pulling faces, tickling his feet, walking her fingers under his shorts. Finally victorious, he’d emerged from the bathroom and bowed, and she’d led him back to the bedroom for his reward.


The memory shrinks Lucy’s stomach. That Daniel’s been gone a while; she’s been doing everything she can to bring him back. ‘Hey, Goof,’ she says. ‘I don’t know what’s happening. But come home to me, OK? Nothing else matters.’


3


Outside, over the salt and seaweed, the wind carries a sharp tang of ozone. In the last half hour, conditions have worsened considerably. The ocean looks like a gargantuan black lung, expanding and contracting, steadily marshalling its power. Seven miles offshore, a swell that size will hide Daniel from all but the closest boats. While the coastguard helicopter should fare better, its flight time is restricted by the distance to its South Wales base.


To Daniel, out there all alone, that swell will feel enormous. With such a low vantage point, he won’t even see land. She imagines him battling those waves in a simple immersion suit. Or, even worse, with no buoyancy or insulation at all.


There’s a third option, of course: empty ocean; a liquid graveyard.


Lucy stops dead. When she blinks, the world seems different, as if she’s come alive in a different reality.


‘Luce?’


‘What if—’


‘Don’t,’ Noemie says.


‘I lied earlier. Things haven’t been fine. Recently, they’ve been even worse. All this stuff with his business, and with Nick. Daniel’s always needed to be in control—and now he isn’t, and everything he built has fallen apart, and I haven’t even known how to help him. I just have this horrible—’
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