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    Author’s Note 
 
    Part of what made this book so exciting to write was the setting. My other books have all taken place in very urban settings, and I knew when I started working on Becky’s story that isolation needed to be a key factor — not only did Becky need to be isolated by the community, but she also needed to be physically cut off from her current life. Kirton Island isn’t a real place, but it is loosely based on Brownsea Island, a small island just off the coast of Poole, in Dorset. While Kirton, in my imagination, is a bigger island than Brownsea, they do share a few characteristics. Life in these kinds of places is very much seasonal. Access to both islands is weather dependant, and both can only be accessed by a short ferry trip, effectively meaning that once a storm rolls in any inhabitants are cut off. The population on Kirton is by no means large, but it is significantly larger than Brownsea — Brownsea is only home to around thirty permanent residents — but the case for both islands is that numbers swell in the summer thanks to tourists, leading to an influx of strangers, all of whom bring their own stories. 
 
    Despite their similarities, I’d like to think that Brownsea is perhaps a little more friendly place to visit than Kirton . . . 
 
    

  

 
   
    Article in The Dorset Herald, accessed online via Google search 
 
      
 
    MISSING GIRL “DID NOT RUN AWAY” SISTER SAYS 
 
    Violet Monroe, 18, who disappeared twelve months ago from the southwest side of Kirton Island, did not run away, says the missing girl’s sister. Violet was last seen on the Old Lighthouse Road on 15th June last year by a motorist in a passing vehicle, and has not been seen, nor made contact with her family since. 
 
    ‘Violet wouldn’t have just left,’ her sister Ivy, 20, says. ‘We are incredibly close, and whatever it was that was troubling her she knows she could have talked to me about it. I feel there is more to this than Violet simply running away and causing trouble. Someone somewhere knows where Violet is, and I won’t stop speaking out until I find her.’ 
 
    Violet and her family were living at the traveller base site on the western side of the island at the time she was last seen. When asked about Violet’s disappearance a local shop keeper said, ‘we sort of expect it of the people over there. They all travel about, half of them never know where the other half are. She’ll turn up — most of them usually do.’ 
 
    PC Ryan Baker says, ‘We are still looking for Violet, however we do believe it is possible that Violet left the island to meet with an unknown person. She does have contacts both in Southampton and London, and we would urge anyone who has had any form of contact with her or believe they may have seen her since that night to contact us.’ 
 
    Violet is approximately 5'5", has blonde shoulder length hair with blue streaks, and a silver stud in her nose. She has a small mole on the left side of her jaw. She was wearing jeans, a white t-shirt, with a tan leather jacket and scarf, and was last seen on the evening of 15th June. If you have any information, please contact PC Baker at Kirton Police Station. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    I remember the exact moment I receive the telephone call, the call that starts the whole chain of events. Rain crashes against dirty windows as I stand in my chilly, one bedroom flat, looking out over the grey, bleak landscape that is London in June — the great British summertime — the phone pressed hard against my ear. 
 
    ‘You have to come, Becky.’ The voice that whispers down the line into my ear, using the name I haven’t gone by for years, takes me back decades, and I briefly close my eyes, the hot press of tears clogging my throat. I am no longer Rebecca Gannon, successful writer and journalist, Sunday Times Bestseller of the most talked about true crime book of 2021. I am seventeen-year-old Becky, gangly and unsure, wishing I could be anyone except myself. 
 
    Megan repeats herself, tells me I have to come, I am needed, and I picture her, her face as clear in my mind’s eye as if I saw her only yesterday, instead of sixteen years ago. Her plump, round cheeks, dusted with freckles that she hates, getting darker for a few weeks every summer as we spent so much time outside, her dark curls piled up on top of her head. I see her sitting on the harbour wall, laughing as the wind makes her hair fly out in a halo round her head, the sun turning her bare forearms a golden brown. Then she’s dancing around the bonfire on Lillick Beach, a cigarette in one hand as she kicks up the sand, and I watch her, wishing I could be as brave, as self-confident as she is. Now, I glance down at the newspaper article in front of me, the one about the girl missing from the island that had arrived in a soggy brown envelope just two days before with no note attached, and I wonder who sent it; if it was a sign. 
 
    ‘Becky? Are you still there?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll come,’ I say, and I feel it then, a shift, as though I am back on Lillick Beach for the first time since I was seventeen years old, the sand pouring out from under my toes as I run down the dunes towards the sea. 
 
    I am going back. Back to Kirton, the tiny island I grew up on in the middle of the English Channel. The island that I swore blind I would never, could never return to, not after what happened, what I did. Only now, I’m standing in my damp, cramped flat in one of the biggest cities in the world, and Megan is on the other end of the phone for the first time in sixteen years, telling me my mother is dying, and it appears that all this time I thought I was free, the cord that ties me to the island is still there, pulling me back. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It is still raining as I board the rickety ferry that will chug its way across the English Channel to Kirton, the tiny swell of land that lies a few miles off the south coast of Dorset. The tiny island I grew up on. It’s closer than the Scilly Isles, bigger at roughly ten square miles, but with far less to offer, yet still in the summer the tourists come in their droves to clog up the cobbled Main Street and enjoy the sandy beaches. Once a thriving farming community, proud of their self-sufficiency, trade with the mainland soon petered out with the rise of cheaper imports and now the island is reliant on the wealthy tourists that the locals mock so easily. After I received Megan’s phone call, I stood at the window, watching the rain, and thinking of the last time I saw my mother. It’s hard to picture her face, it’s been so long, but if I try, I think I can smell her perfume, feel the comfort of her arms around me. My fingers had danced across the screen of my phone, scrolling for Asa’s name, before I remembered that Asa wasn’t mine to call anymore. He was probably curled up on the sofa, listening to the rain, one hand on his new girlfriend’s gently swelling stomach. So, instead I had called my editor and told her that I needed to take compassionate leave. That I didn’t know how long I would need, or when I would be back. She had been abrupt at first, telling me I was on a deadline, that the publisher had scheduled a publication date for the book, and I couldn’t be gone indefinitely, but as soon as I said the words, “mother” and “dying” her tone had softened. I told her I would take my laptop and notes, that I could use the time away from London to get a real head start on the book, once I knew how my mother was. And besides, a girl had gone missing on the island — given that I was writing about female disappearances and abductions, maybe I could use her story for a new chapter in the book. That was all I needed to say to get her to agree. 
 
    Now, as I stand on the slippery deck of the tiny ferry, the wind and rain whipping my hair across my face, I already miss the glow of my laptop screen, the article about the missing girl burning a hole in my notebook. My fingers are numb, but I don’t want to be inside the small cabin where a woman sits, alone, the only other passenger on this wild, stormy day. I don’t recognise her, but I pull my scarf more tightly around my face as she looks up and catches my eye, staring for slightly longer than is necessary. She could be the younger sister of someone I know, a neighbour. Whoever she is, if she lives on the island, she will already know about me. Waves thud against the side of the boat and I reach out a hand to the railing in front of me to steady myself. I had forgotten, through all the years I’ve spent in London, the roll of the deck beneath my feet, the spray that flicks across my face and stings my eyes, making my lips salty and dry. As the shoreline draws closer, the looming, mountainous hills a dark, brooding green as the rain slices sideways across my vision, my heart rate starts to rise, double thudding in my chest. The beach is almost empty, the weather driving people indoors, and I taste something sour at the back of my throat as I run my eyes past the shops that line the seafront, familiar and yet not, the boats that bob and sway in the harbour, dots of colour in the grey-blue. The sea path, dusty with sand particles that turn to a burnt orange slurry in this kind of weather, runs from the harbour right the way along the seafront, before winding up the hillside to two lone houses, one of them my mother’s. In the distance I can see the spire of the church, and although it’s not visible, I can imagine the dark, red-tiled roof of the school that sits alongside it. Unsure if the nausea that bubbles in my belly is from the motion of the boat, or anxiety at returning to a place that I swore I never would, I lift my chin and square my shoulders, not flinching at the slight grinding noise as the ferry comes alongside the jetty. The woman in the cabin rises to her feet and collects her bag before moving towards the door, to the short gangplank that the skipper is lowering towards us. I wait, slowly collecting my own bag, retying my scarf around my neck, and tucking my hair into my coat in a sad attempt to keep the rain off, before making my own way down the gangplank. It’s only when I step onto dry land, the jetty slippery beneath my feet, and raise my eyes that I see her, waiting for me. Megan, my childhood best friend, her eyes full of sorrow, steps towards me and pulls me into a hug. 
 
    ‘I’m so sorry,’ she says, the ends of her hair damp with the thin drizzle. ‘You’re too late. She’s gone.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    I’m too late. The words reverberate in my mind as I walk alone towards my mother’s house. I grew up in that house, and now as I stand at the foot of the path to the front door, a fat ginger cat streaks across the garden. It’s different, so different to when I left, sixteen years ago. Then, the garden was immaculate, the stepped borders that led down towards the sea path, past Mr Goodman’s house, a riot of colour. Blooming shrubs, a carpet of lobelia, even a small olive tree that looked good but never bore any fruit filled the space. Now there is nothing, only a bed of weeds and the straggly dead limbs of shrubs that have failed to thrive. Even if I hadn’t known that my mother was ill, just the sight of the garden as it is now would have told me that something was wrong. It was the same with Mr Goodman’s house the year before I left. The only neighbour we have, his house sits lower on the sea path than ours, his garden sprawling right out to the cliff edge. When he fell ill, the garden was the first thing to go, my mother tutting at the shamble of weeds that overtook the space within weeks. Now, I look ahead to the front door. The paint is peeling, no longer a bright red but a dull, muted shade with a tarnished letterbox. Two empty milk bottles sit on the doorstep, a ring of dirt around the glass. The path has cracked, weeds forcing their way through, and I step forward, shoving my key into the lock, suddenly afraid that it won’t work, that she will have changed the locks and I won’t be able to get in. But it works. I turn the key and push the door open, automatically hefting my weight behind it, knowing how the wood swells in the damp sea air. 
 
    Megan had offered to come with me, warning me that the house wasn’t as I remembered it, but I had brushed her away. Told her that I was tired, that I just wanted to get in out of the rain. The truth was, I couldn’t talk to Megan, not yet, not until I had seen for myself that my mother really was gone. I let myself in, not sure what to expect. Whatever it was, it wasn’t this. I wander through the hall, lingering over the stacks of newspapers that line the walls. Was she a hoarder, towards the end? I can’t picture my mother as a hoarder, she was always so neat, so tidy, so perfect. I move past the clutter into the sitting room, the seat of the armchair beside the fire still hollowed with the shape of my mother. There is a smell in there, familiar, although not quite. Her perfume, the carpet cleaner she sprinkles up the stairs, the faint waft of meat from a meal cooked days ago. And something else, something underneath. Illness, I think, the smell of antiseptic, the smell of cancer eating her from the inside out. 
 
    The kitchen is cold but familiar, with the same cracked lino tiles, the same buttermilk yellow walls, but when I open the fridge there is nothing in there, apart from a tub of margarine and an inch of milk in the bottom of a plastic carton. I open it and sniff, grimacing at the sour smell that leaks from the bottle. Post lies unopened on the kitchen worktop, brown envelopes that shriek BILL, and junk mail. I will need to deal with it, but tomorrow. I can’t face looking through mail order leaflets and catalogues for things she might have been interested in. A cat bowl sits beside the stove, a few tiny biscuits in the bottom, and my eyebrows raise. I didn’t know she had a cat. I go to the boiler and switch it on, the gas flame sparking into life as I press the button. Megan, or maybe Gloria, would have turned it off once they heard about my mother. My mother is dead. A wave of sadness washes over me and I grip my stomach, bending over as my mouth opens in a silent howl of grief. I didn’t know, I think. I didn’t know that when I walked out of here, I would never, ever see her again. The old radiator in the kitchen clunks into life, and I rest a hand on the heavy iron of it. Warmth is starting to filter through, and I hold my palms against it, remembering winter days from before, coming home from school and pressing my hands to the radiator as my mother made steaming mugs of tea and laid out biscuits. Until the day everything changed. 
 
    ‘You don’t have to leave,’ my mother says, standing in the doorway to the kitchen. The very doorway I stand in now, sixteen years on. The sunlight streams in behind her, unusually warm even for August. Kirton hasn’t had a heatwave for years, but this year the sun is fierce and relentless, and all of us — except Megan — have sunburn on our shoulders. 
 
    ‘I do. I want to.’ I am dragging my suitcase along the hallway towards the front door. The ferry leaves in twenty minutes and once I reach the mainland, I have onward travel booked. I should be in London by tomorrow evening. ‘I can’t stay here, not after what happened.’ 
 
    ‘So, you’re simply going to walk away? Leave me, your own mother, here alone? I don’t even have a neighbour to rely on since George Goodman passed.’ 
 
    Mum is right. She is isolated here, our nearest neighbours a mile away in the village. It’s just been the two of us since Daddy died four years earlier. He was a fisherman, and he got caught in a storm. Better that storm than this one though, I think, as I open the front door. 
 
    ‘You’re running away, Becky.’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m not.’ I drag the suitcase out into the sunshine, the heat of the day beating down on the top of my head. ‘I’m going to university; I’m going to be a journalist. I thought that’s what you wanted for me.’ 
 
    ‘I did. I do,’ my mother insists as she follows me out on to the sea path. ‘But not like this. Becky, please, don’t just run away, stay and make things right.’ 
 
    I let out a laugh, a harsh bark that rips through the still summer air. ‘Make things right? How can I make things right? After what I’ve done . . . after what has happened? Everyone knows what I did and not one of them will ever forgive me.’ 
 
    She stands there, her hands folded into the apron she wears whenever she’s going to bake. ‘Becky, please . . .’ 
 
    I stop, sweat beading at my temples, and check my watch. The ferry leaves in less than ten minutes and I have to be on it. ‘Tell me that it’s going to be OK. Tell me . . .’ I break off as my throat thickens, sobs rising in my chest. ‘Tell me that you — you, no one else — tell me that you forgive me for what I’ve done.’ 
 
    I wait, the handle of my suitcase sticky against my sweating palms. My mother stands there, silent, her face pale as a light breeze lifts her hair and clouds blot out the sun. The air is thick and charged, as if there is a storm on the way, but nothing is forecast. This time, I am the storm. My mother looks away, at the sand and dust that piles around her feet on the path, and I know then. I know that she can’t forgive me, and that I can’t stay, so I pick up the suitcase and walk away. My feet crunch over the gravel on the sea path, and I pass the empty house at the bottom of the lane, but I don’t look back, not once. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Blinking back tears, I reach up into the cupboard above the microwave to pull out the bottle of whisky my mother has kept there since before my father died and pour a healthy slug into a glass. Wandering back through the house, I pause in the sitting room, unwilling to sit in the armchair that still holds the shape of my mother. Photos litter the mantelpiece and I peer closer, whisky burning my tongue, to see if she has changed the photos since I left. There is a picture of her and my dad on their wedding day, a familiar sight from my childhood. A photo of me as a baby, and another of me as a gawky ten-year-old sits alongside it. But instead of pictures of me in my teenage years, into my twenties, there are photos of Megan in their place. Megan in a wedding dress, a grinning, red-haired man by her side. Megan, holding a new-born baby. Leaning in, I look closer at that one. She looks young, not much older than the day I left. Something snags at the back of my mind, but I can’t put my finger on what feels wrong. I take another sip of whisky, holding it in my mouth and letting it scorch my cheeks. It should be me, I think, not Megan in those photos. 
 
    A sound makes me jump, a crack as if something outside has been pushed over. I pause in my drinking, setting the whisky glass down on the table next to her unfinished crossword, and the mug of tea with an inch still left in the bottom. Moving to the window I see that dusk is setting in, although there is no such thing as a sunset in this wild and squally weather. Instead, the sky just gradually darkens, thick with cloud. Rain hits the window and I jump, laughing to myself at my skittishness. I was never bothered before when I lived here, I liked the isolation. Tonight though, something feels wrong and unsettling. A crack of thunder rents the air a few seconds later, followed by the sharp jagged edge of lightning out over the sea. I imagine the waves picking up, the spray firing across the harbour and soaking anyone unfortunate enough to be out in it. 
 
    ‘It’s just the weather,’ I mutter, ‘you’re not used to the sound of the sea anymore.’ I feel stripped of my own self, thrown back in time. I watch at the window for a moment longer, listening to the waves crash against the rocks, still unable to shake the feeling that something is different. Wrong. It’s only later, as I undress, shivering slightly at the chill in my old bedroom, that I realise what it is that was different. Goodman’s house, further down the sea path. Our only neighbour. The house has stood empty for years — after Goodman died, he had no family to take the house on and it sat, slowly decaying, dark and foreboding. But not tonight. I move to the bedroom window, wiping at the condensation that builds with my breath. Tonight, there are lights on at the Goodman house. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    ‘I’m so sorry for your loss.’ The phrase is repeated over and over as people exit the church two days later. Megan stands to the left of me, as her mother, Gloria, stands to the right. Someone says it again, shaking my hand and then briefly embracing Megan and for a moment I am not sure if it is me they are talking to or Megan. The weather has done an abrupt about turn and sweat pools at the base of my spine, the sun beating down hard overhead. Movement from the trees that line the churchyard path catches my eye, and I turn to see a man standing alone, his hands shoved deep into his pockets. He is tall, with dark curly hair, and the suit he wears seems to hang awkwardly on him, as if he isn’t used to wearing anything so smart. I don’t recognise him, and when he senses me watching him, he lifts his head, meeting my eye. I look away, not sure why my stomach does a low swoop. 
 
    ‘Shall we go?’ Megan whispers, as the last of the mourners leave the church and make their way towards the village. ‘Mum’s arranged some food and drink back at her house. We didn’t know . . . well, if that’s OK?’ 
 
    I nod, feeling oddly numb. Gloria and Megan have arranged everything, spoken to the funeral director, the florist, posted a notice in the village shop to let people know the details. I feel as if I shouldn’t be here, as if Megan was her daughter not me. Opening my mouth to ask Megan who the dark-haired man is, I glance towards where he stood by the trees, but he is gone. 
 
    ‘Yes, fine. Of course, it’s OK.’ I follow the pair of them towards the old oak tree at the entrance to the churchyard, where a tall, willowy blonde girl leans against the gnarled trunk. 
 
    ‘Evie.’ Megan gives the girl a squeeze. ‘Becky, this is my daughter. This is Evie.’ 
 
    The girl — she must be fifteen or so — gives me a smile and there is something about her that is so familiar, I can almost touch it. I force a smile back. 
 
    ‘You must be the baby in the picture.’ I smile and reach out to touch her arm, before turning to Megan. ‘I saw a photo of you holding a baby on Mum’s mantelpiece. I can’t believe for all this time I didn’t know you had a daughter.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you wouldn’t,’ Megan says briskly. You never bothered to get in touch. The words are unspoken but they hang in the air between us, heavy in the gap left by a sixteen-year absence. ‘Evie, are you ready? We’re going back to your gran’s.’ 
 
    Guilt makes me breathless for a moment. Of course, I wouldn’t know. When I left the island, I didn’t just leave my mother, I left Megan too. Not only did I leave Megan, but I didn’t contact her at all in the sixteen years since I’ve been gone. I’ve known her my whole life, and now she almost feels like a stranger. Somebody that I used to know. Her words bring an underlying sense of awkwardness, made worse by the fact that in the two days since I’ve been back, I have avoided seeing Megan, only speaking to her on the phone about the funeral arrangements. ‘Sorry,’ I say, the words spilling out without me thinking. ‘Sorry, Megan. For leaving you to sort all of this out. I thought I had time. I thought . . .’ 
 
    ‘It’s OK.’ Megan glances ahead, where Gloria is hurrying to catch up with Evie, who doesn’t look up from her phone. ‘We can talk about it later.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Later comes all too quickly. There are more people than I was expecting back in Gloria’s cramped cottage, and I feel a twist in my gut that so many people still loved and appreciated my mum, even after what I did. I had wondered, away from the island, whether they had held a grudge against her too, but from the number of people who have come to raise a glass and pay their respects it’s clear that they didn’t. 
 
    I sit perched on the edge of Gloria’s sagging sofa — the same one Megan and I used to sprawl across after school — as most people avoid eye contact, instead thanking Gloria for her hospitality and shovelling her sandwiches into their mouths. Two women I recognise from school, Jenny Milne and Sarah Clarke, stand together by the cluttered Welsh dresser that holds open bottles of red and white wine. I think I can feel their eyes on me, but when I look up, they are talking, heads together, their awkward stance a dead giveaway that it is me they are discussing. I wonder why they are here; what my mum did for them that made them feel they should come. Or whether it was just to gawk at me, to be able to tell people that I really did have the nerve to come back. There is no sign of the tall, dark-haired stranger who loitered under the tree after the service. 
 
    ‘You OK?’ Megan sits down next to me, handing me a plate of sandwiches that I can’t eat. She looks over to where Jenny and Sarah stand. ‘They’ll be gone soon. So will the rest of them. Mum gets worn out after a while.’ 
 
    I look over to the kitchen doorway where Gloria is talking to a man around my age, with red hair and tattoos on his hands, his features familiar. She doesn’t look tired. ‘Does she still swim in the sea every morning?’ 
 
    ‘Yep,’ Megan laughs. ‘Every morning without fail. Mickey and I keep telling her she’s going to freeze to death, but she says it hasn’t killed her in fifty years, so it won’t now.’ 
 
    ‘Mickey?’ 
 
    Megan gives a small smile and inclines her head towards the red-headed man talking with Gloria. ‘My husband.’ Her tone is filled with pride, and something twists in my chest. Jealousy, maybe. 
 
    I look closer at the man. ‘Mickey? Is that Mickey Brazil? You married Mickey Brazil?’ I turn to her, sure that my surprise is written all over my face. 
 
    ‘Yes, I did.’ Megan can’t stop the grin that breaks out across her face. ‘Don’t look like that! He’s nothing like he was at school. He’s grown up.’ 
 
    A bubble of laughter threatens to rise up in my chest, and I push it down, remembering where I am. ‘I thought he looked familiar.’ Mickey was in the year above us at school, a proper heart-throb who we all had a crush on at some point. He was gone the year it all happened, away at a college on the mainland and I feel some relief that Megan married him, not one of the other boys. 
 
    ‘What about you?’ People are leaving, the room growing quieter as the sky darkens outside, and although Megan’s voice is low, I don’t have to strain to hear her. ‘Are you married? With anyone?’ 
 
    I shake my head. ‘There was someone,’ I say eventually. ‘Asa. We were together for four years, but it didn’t work out.’ I bite my tongue, transferring the emotional pain to a physical one. ‘And now I’m too tied up with work.’ 
 
    ‘A writer!’ Megan says, squeezing my hand. ‘I always knew you’d do it. Your mum was so proud of you, you know. She told everyone that you were a big-shot writer in London. She bought every newspaper she could to see if she could find your name.’ 
 
    My mouth goes dry, and I feel the sharp sting of tears. ‘I didn’t know. I always thought she was ashamed of me.’ I should have called her, I think. I called her once, when I reached London to tell her I was safe and that I was starting my journalism degree in two weeks. I wrote to her, when I got my first job at a small digital news site, but when she never wrote back, I stopped. I didn’t contact her again, not when I made the move from journalism to non-fiction writer, not even when my first book was published. ‘Anyway,’ I say, ‘let’s not talk about me, I want to hear about you. Mickey Brazil, eh?’ I look up as Evie enters the room, kissing her granny and dodging her dad’s arm as he reaches for her. She is laughing, and I feel a pang for the ghost of Megan and myself at that age. ‘You two must have been together a while?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Megan says thoughtfully as she watches Mickey and Evie together. ‘Quite a while. He’s a good man. He looks after me and Evie, and Mum obviously. He’s doing all right for himself. He bought the garage after Arthur died — he’s a mechanic, runs his own business. We’re doing okay.’ That note of pride is evident in her voice again. 
 
    ‘What about you?’ Wine on an empty stomach, in addition to being plunged back into the past has made me feel vaguely nauseous, and I take a bite of sandwich. Tuna, slightly warm, mixed with salad cream instead of mayo, between soft, spongy bread. 
 
    ‘Me?’ Megan looks at me in surprise. ‘I work . . . I work at the school.’ 
 
    ‘The school?’ The nausea intensifies and I push the plate away. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Megan’s face is hard to read. ‘I’m the receptionist there, I’ve worked there since Evie started year seven.’ She lifts her chin slightly, as if she expects me to challenge her for working there, for spending her days in the same place where my whole life fell apart. 
 
    ‘Becky? Oh, Becky love, what a day.’ Gloria is there in front of me, and she takes my hands and pulls me to my feet, wrapping her arms around me. I inhale her perfume, L’Airs du Temps, the smell taking me back to being a little girl, when Gloria would hug me goodbye before I went home. ‘I’m so sorry darling. How are you feeling?’ 
 
    ‘I’m okay,’ I lie, letting Gloria rub my back like I’m still a kid, instead of a foot taller and probably two stone heavier than her. ‘Thank you so much for sorting everything out. I appreciate it, and I know my mum would have done too.’ 
 
    ‘She was a wonderful woman,’ Gloria says, the smile dropping from her face. ‘She would have loved to have seen you again.’ Gloria and my mum were best friends. Megan and I had always imagined that we would be the same as them, sharing every part of our lives, until everything changed. 
 
    ‘Mum, leave it,’ Megan says. ‘Sorry Becky, she’s had some wine.’ 
 
    ‘It’s all right, honestly,’ I say, but it hurts to think that even though Gloria puts her arms around me, she might think badly of me. She was like a second mum to me growing up, had treated me like I was one of her own. ‘Look, thank you so much, all of you, for everything. I really am grateful.’ Evie and Mickey have wandered over to the sofa now too, and suddenly the weight of my grief feels heavy and suffocating. ‘I think I should probably go.’ Glancing towards the window, I see the sun is lowering over the horizon, dark shades of burnt umber and indigo lighting the sky. ‘It’s getting dark, and I should probably get back to the house before it’s pitch black.’ 
 
    ‘Mickey, walk her back, would you?’ Gloria’s voice is authoritative, but I am already shaking my head, pulling on my thin cardigan and searching for my bag. 
 
    ‘No, please, it’s fine, I’ll be fine. It’s not like I haven’t done it before.’ I don’t want to be walked home by a boy I barely knew, who has turned into a man who is a complete stranger. 
 
    ‘But not for years,’ Megan says. ‘Evie, fetch Becky her bag and grab mine for me — I’ll walk you back.’ 
 
    I don’t protest this time — whatever passed between Megan and I when she said she worked at the school has slipped away, and I want to recapture some of what we had before. When I was a teenager, Megan was the most important person in my life, and it’s only now I have come back to the island that I realise what I have been missing back home in London. I don’t have friends in the city. I have acquaintances, colleagues, neighbours, but not friends. I had Asa, but now he’s gone. You’re cold, that’s what he told me, as he packed his bag. You’re unable to let anyone else in. I can only try so hard, Rebecca. It’s as though the day I left the island a part of me shut off from the rest of the world and it’s only now I am back in Megan’s orbit that I realise how lonely things have been. I wait as Megan slips her sandals on and kisses Mickey goodbye, then as we step out into the thick, June evening air, Megan tucks her arm through mine. 
 
    ‘This takes me back,’ she says, the skin of her bare arm sticky against mine in the heat as we start to walk. I can hear the waves crashing against the shore a few metres away, smell the briny salt on the air, and if I close my eyes, it could be any other night sixteen years earlier. 
 
    ‘I suppose my arrival has kick-started the rumour mill. I saw Jenny and Sarah at the wake.’ My tone is light, but I feel that familiar wave of unhappiness, reminiscent of my teenage years. 
 
    ‘Probably,’ Megan says brightly. ‘Do you care though? I mean, it’s not like we’re at school and we need to fit in with them anymore.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I say, quietly. We walk in silence for a few minutes, both of us lost in our own thoughts. ‘I’m glad you’re settled,’ I say eventually, ‘with Mickey, and Evie. I did think about you, you know, after I left.’ 
 
    ‘Did you?’ Megan keeps her eyes on the road ahead. The sun has almost disappeared now, the road dark and winding ahead of us. The temperature has dropped too, and the cool sea breeze raises goosebumps on my arms. 
 
    ‘Of course, I did. Whatever happened, you were still my best friend.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t call though. Or write.’ Megan stops, her dark eyes searching mine. 
 
    ‘I couldn’t,’ I say, and I am telling the truth. I couldn’t tell her that my own mother couldn’t forgive me for what I had done. And if my mother couldn’t, then why would anyone else? ‘But I did think of you. I missed you, missed our friendship, missed having someone on my side. And if it’s any consolation, I wish I had called or written to you. I wish I’d kept in touch. I wish I hadn’t missed out on Evie — she’s a lovely girl.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, she is.’ I can hear the grin in Megan’s voice as we start walking again. ‘She was a bit of a surprise, that’s for sure.’ 
 
    I was right, I think, I can’t have been gone much more than a year when Megan had Evie. ‘A nice one, though eh? What did your mum say?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, she was furious,’ Megan laughs, that same easy laugh she’s always had. ‘Went crazy at me, told me I’d made a mistake and I was ruining my life. It was your mum that talked her round, told her I was an adult and that she had to respect my wishes.’ 
 
    ‘My mum?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ Megan’s voice is soft, the moonlight bouncing a matching silver glow from her dark hair. ‘I would have been lost without her support.’ 
 
    ‘That’s . . .’ I cough, to break the lump in my throat. ‘That’s good, really good. I bet it was a shock for Mickey too. He can’t have been back from the mainland long before you found out you were pregnant, surely?’ 
 
    ‘No, not long. Ow . . . oh shit.’ Megan stumbles over a small pothole as we turn onto the sea path that leads to the house. ‘I should have known that was there.’ 
 
    ‘Are you OK? Here, stop a moment.’ I hold out my hands for Megan to steady herself as she lifts her foot and rubs her ankle. 
 
    ‘It’s just twisted, nothing major.’ Megan tests her weight gingerly, standing more firmly once she realises it’s not as painful as she expects. 
 
    ‘I can get you some ice when we get to the house?’ I say it before realising that I don’t even know if there is any ice in the freezer. 
 
    ‘No, it’s not that bad. I’m just clumsy.’ Megan tucks her arm back through mine and we carry on walking, both of us keeping our eyes on the road in case there are more potholes. As we approach the house, I see that the Goodman house is all in darkness. 
 
    ‘Oh.’ I slow to a stop, pausing outside the battered fence that separates the garden from the sea path. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘The house . . .’ I wave towards the darkened building. ‘There were lights on, the night I arrived. Has someone moved in?’ 
 
    ‘Oh . . . yeah, someone lives there now.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ I stare up at the building, willing the lights to go on. ‘It’s been years . . . did it get sold? I mean, he didn’t have any family, did he? Old Goodman? I always thought it would empty forever.’ 
 
    ‘No, there was a great-nephew, I think,’ Megan says, ‘he moved in maybe a year ago, eighteen months? He’s a nice guy.’ 
 
    ‘You know him?’ 
 
    Megan slips her arm out of mine, shifting her sandals on the gravelly path. ‘Yeah, I know him. He’s the headteacher. At St Benedict’s. I work with him.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. I didn’t realise. I thought it would be an outsider, you know, not someone related to the island.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you know how it is. He’s nice. He teaches Year Ten too; Evie really likes him. He taught her English for a bit when he first arrived.’ Megan leans down and rubs at her ankle. ‘Listen, you can see your house from here — do you mind if I head back? I think I maybe need to get Mickey to strap this ankle up.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, sure. No problem. Thanks for walking me this far — do you want to call Mickey to pick you up if you’d rather?’ 
 
    ‘No, I can manage. He’ll be helping Mum tidy up.’ Megan reaches up and kisses my cheek. ‘It’s nice to see you again, Becky. Let’s catch up properly over the weekend . . . I’d love to know what you’ve been up to.’ 
 
    I nod, and then watch her walk slowly back down the sea path, waving a hand as she lifts hers and turns the corner along the harbour wall towards Gloria’s cottage. When she’s out of sight, I look back at the Goodman house, dark and still as it ever was. I wonder again about the stranger at the crematorium earlier today, the dark-haired man I didn’t recognise. Maybe he is the man who’s moved into the Goodman house. Maybe tomorrow I’ll knock on the door and introduce myself. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    I wake up thinking of her, of the lost girl, missing from the island, her pixelated face from the newspaper article swimming in front of my eyes. Did she do what I did? Pack her bags and never look back? Or was it something more sinister? The lure of the mystery pulls me from my bed, into the kitchen to a dusty coffee canister and a starkly empty fridge. 
 
    The reception in the village store is almost as frosty as the winter weather we get on the island when I enter for some essential supplies. I have avoided visiting the store for as long as possible, but now I am out of my mother’s tinned soup supply and there is no emergency powdered milk left. Reaching for a basket, I feel Sarah Clarke’s eyes on me as she stands behind the till, her conversation dying as she finishes ringing up groceries for a vaguely familiar woman with a noisy and disgruntled toddler in a pushchair. 
 
    Ignoring the weight of their stares, I add a loaf of bread and a pint of milk to the basket, followed by a bunch of already over-ripe bananas and two bags of crisps. My skin prickles as the other customer leaves, manoeuvring the pushchair between the cramped, over-filled aisles as she gives me a sideways glance, leaving me alone in the store with Sarah for the first time since I left. Sarah watches closely as I pick up a tin of beans, orange juice and a small bar of chocolate and I feel an overwhelming sense of déjà vu. 
 
    I can picture myself, aged sixteen, buying the same bars of chocolate with Megan as Mr Clarke looked on, just daring us to even think about pinching one. Even then, Sarah thought she was a cut above us. She was part of the in crowd, best friends with Jenny Milne. Jenny Milne had been the queen of our high school — popular, pretty, with a wealthy but absent dad who did something in banking on the mainland, and everyone wanted to be accepted into her gang. Sarah Clarke had been part of that crowd, even though she had to work Saturdays for her dad in the village store. The difference being that her dad owned the store, so that gave her kudos over the rest of us who just delivered the papers or helped out in the harbour in the busy summer months. Now, I shift uncomfortably as I remember how desperately I had wanted to be part of that in crowd, when I think of the lengths I would go to just to hear Jenny Milne tell me that I was cool, I was like them, that I was accepted. 
 
    I hear the ping of the bell above the door as I approach the till, the basket feeling heavier than it should in my hands, but I don’t turn to see who has entered. Instead, I lift the basket on to the counter and force myself to meet Sarah Clarke’s cat-like green eyes. She wears big, gold hoops through her ears, and I can see the line under her jaw where her foundation stops. It seems as though the store is not the only thing that hasn’t changed since 2007. She scans the items without a word, but her gaze doesn’t leave my face as she piles the tins and packets on to the space beside her, forcing me to ask her for a bag. 
 
    ‘No bags,’ she snaps, ‘don’t you have the reusable ones in London? It’s eight pounds fifty.’ She holds out a hand for the money, and I slip my bank card from the pocket of my denim shorts and tap it against the card machine. Sarah snorts, and I can smell the spearmint chewing gum on her breath. ‘It’s not working. No signal. Don’t you have cash?’ 
 
    ‘I . . .’ I swallow, as humiliation scorches its way across my face. ‘I don’t, sorry.’ I’m so used to tapping my contactless card everywhere I go at home, that it never crossed my mind to check the tin my mother keeps on top of the fridge for spare change. ‘I can go to the bank, to the cashpoint.’ 
 
    ‘Closed on Saturdays.’ Sarah begins to remove the tins from the counter, placing them behind her next to the cigarettes. My face burns hot, but my hands are cold as I shove my bank card back into my pocket and turn to leave. 
 
    ‘Wait.’ A voice I don’t recognise says from behind me. ‘Let me get these.’ 
 
    I turn back to see the dark stranger from my mother’s funeral approaching from the other side of the cramped tin aisle. ‘Oh, no, please, it’s OK.’ I just want to leave. To get out of here, away from the accusing gaze of Sarah Clarke. 
 
    ‘No, let me. Please.’ The man swings his own basket up on to the counter. ‘I’ve even got my own bags.’ He drops me a wink, and I give a small smile. 
 
    ‘If you’re sure? I can pay you back I just . . . didn’t think.’ 
 
    ‘No problem.’ He turns his disarming smile onto Sarah, who scowls but rings his items through with mine and then waits, her arms folded across her chest as he packs the shopping into two separate bags, one for him, one for me. ‘Here.’ He hands me the bag with my items in and I whisper a small thank-you, before following him out of the store. 
 
    ‘That’s another debt you owe.’ Sarah’s voice rings out behind me as the door slowly closes on the store. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Thanks so much,’ I say, once out on the pavement. 
 
    ‘It’s not a problem.’ The man shrugs, pulling a set of car keys from his pocket, wincing as they fall to the pavement. I stoop and snatch them up. ‘To be honest, I’m in a bit of a rush, and it was easier for me to get your groceries than wait for Sarah to stop glowering at you.’ He holds out a hand, tanned and roughened, and I drop the keys into it. Specks of paint fleck the back of his hand, and when I look down, I see paint splatters his jeans too. 
 
    ‘You’re not a handyman, or painter and decorator by any chance, are you?’ I gesture towards his paint splattered jeans, hoping he’ll say yes. 
 
    ‘As a matter of fact, I am. Gabe Kelly.’ He holds out a rough palm for me to shake. 
 
    ‘Rebecca Gannon.’ 
 
    ‘I know. I know who you are.’ He gives me a knowing smile. 
 
    Irritation flickers in my veins, hot and scratchy. I haven’t missed the lack of anonymity on the island, but even though I knew coming back would cause talk, I wasn’t fully prepared for a complete stranger to know my name. 
 
    ‘I read your book.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ I pause, wrong-footed for a moment. ‘You were there, yesterday,’ I say finally, ‘at the church. At . . . my mother’s funeral.’ 
 
    Gabe shifts his bag of shopping from one hand to the other. ‘I was, yes. I didn’t know her well, but I wanted to pay her my respects. She was nice to me. You look just like her.’ He runs his eyes over me before his face darkens slightly. ‘The welcome I received when I got here wasn’t exactly overwhelming, you know? But your mum . . . she was kind to me, she helped me get on my feet.’ 
 
    Unexpected tears smart at the corner of my eyes. If she was so kind, why didn’t she write back to me? Why didn’t she forgive me? ‘Shit, sorry. I didn’t mean to make you cry.’ Gabe digs in his pocket and hands me a tissue. 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ I take it, dabbing at my eyes. ‘I feel like an idiot, it’s not your fault. Listen, I live just further up the sea path, past the Goodman house. Pop by when you’re free and let me give you the money I owe you.’ 
 
    ‘I know where you live.’ 
 
    ‘You do?’ 
 
    ‘I did a few jobs for Alice when she was alive.’ Gabe shrugs, suddenly awkward. ‘Nothing huge, just odd bits here and there to help her out, but she always insisted on baking a cake when I came over. I fixed the fence panels for her, did some small jobs around the house that she couldn’t manage, and then I kept her company by eating her cake.’ 
 
    ‘That’s nice of you.’ I say quietly, picturing my mother fussing around him the way she used to do to me and Megan. ‘I’m sure she appreciated it.’ 
 
    ‘Look, I need to get off, but I’ll come over to the house at some point, if that’s OK? Not to get my money back, but if you need a hand with anything around the house. Jobs, you know . . . I could help.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, thank you . . . it’ll have to be shop-bought cake though.’ I turn back towards the village store, pulling a face, and both of us laugh. I watch as Gabe jogs towards an old white van and smile as he pulls away, waving a hand at me as he goes. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back at the house I put the groceries away and dig out a ten pound note for Gabe from the tin on top of the fridge. His easy demeanour took the sting out of the frosty exchange with Sarah Clarke in the store, and I feel a bloom of hope in my chest, that maybe things won’t be one hundred per cent unbearable while I am here. I should be spending some time trying to work on the true crime book I am writing about missing women — I had brought my laptop and notes with me as promised, hoping that while I was here, I could use the time to try and get further than a few chapters in. After years as a journalist, working on stories that could make your blood curdle, I had written my first book two years earlier which had almost seemed to write itself. I’d been working on a story on sex trafficking and had come across the same name repeatedly when looking deep into rumours surrounding certain parties and disappearances that appeared to be connected. While this was a scoop in itself, the real scoop was that this name was Robin Becker, a well-known TV producer who mingled with people in high places. I’d ended up handing over everything I had uncovered to the Met Police, leading to a six page spread in the nationals and a high-profile trial, which inevitably led to a two-book deal. By the time I’d finished writing, Asa had left me for someone else, fed up with spending every evening alone while I obsessed over getting justice for the girls Becker had hurt. 
 
    That book had only taken me nine months to write and went straight to number one on the Sunday Times Bestseller list, but this time it’s harder to get the words down. I’m not sure if it’s second book syndrome, or that I’m once again writing about women . . . the women who are taken, often violently — murdered, raped, held against their will, and the vital roles the public play in the resolution — or sometimes, the lack of resolution — of these cases. The idea that there is almost always someone who saw something, who knows something, even if they don’t always realise it themselves. 
 
    I wonder who knows anything about Violet? Didn’t they say a passing motorist saw her? I think of the newspaper article again, of the way my heart had leapt in my chest when I saw Kirton mentioned. Megan had called to tell me about my mother not long after I had received the article, forwarded on in a bundle of post from my publishers, and it feels fateful, almost. Violet, missing from the island, her sister so convinced that she didn’t run away. Me, returning to the island, after running for so long. My editor will be expecting something on her soon, and I tap my pen against my teeth. I should go to her house, I think, speak to her sister. At least collect some ideas that I can fire back to London, proving I am still working. 
 
    I sit at the kitchen table, scribbling down notes and questions in a sprawling hand, a list of all the things I want to know about Violet and the days leading up to her disappearance, feeling that familiar tug of excitement at the idea of picking apart the knots of the mystery. After an hour I pause, closing the laptop and abandoning my notepad for my phone, to walk through the house and make notes and take pictures of all the things I need to do before this place will be able to be sold. 
 
    It’s a depressing job. Realistically the house could be sold for quite a hefty figure, a house this close to the sea will be snapped up by wealthy mainlanders who want a summer home, in turn solving all my financial troubles. The advance on the book has nearly run out, and the royalties I receive on my last book aren’t anything I’ll be able to retire on. There’s a lot of work to do though before the house will be anywhere near sellable. When I left, Daddy had been dead for four years, but my mother had held things together pretty well. The house was always clean and tidy, and she’d asked one of the local boys to help her with mowing the lawn. Now, it seems a different story and I have to wonder whether it was my leaving that led her to letting things slide, or whether it was a more recent thing due to her illness. Looking around the kitchen I find it hard to imagine that she would have let it get this bad after I left. Cobwebs hang from the corners of the ceiling, brushing the tops of the dusty cupboards. I remember her, standing on a chair wearing an apron, with a headscarf tied around her hair as she swept and dusted them away, the dust motes rising, twisting and swaying on the shaft of sun that always illuminated the soft yellow walls. Today, the kitchen is dark and gloomy, despite the brilliant June sunshine outside, and it takes me a moment to process why. The large kitchen window that looks out onto what was my mother’s immaculate garden is filthy, darkened with grime and dirt. I move closer, peering out into the garden. The rose bush that sits beneath the windowsill, religiously pruned and cared for when I was younger, has erupted from the earth, clawing its way up the side of the house and along the windowsill to half cover the glass. It has very few flowers, despite the season, but the branches are thickened and gnarled with age, and I wonder again how long it has been since my mother was well enough to take care of things. Pulling open a drawer I see her gardening gloves just where I expected them to be, and snatching them up I step out into the garden. 
 
    I can’t sell the house like this, and the rose bush seems as good a place to start as any — it will at least let some light back into the house. Tying up my hair, I open the shed and dig out pruning shears and a wheelbarrow to throw the clippings in. I lose myself in the manual labour, sweating lightly under my t-shirt as I snip and clip, tossing the snarled, thorny branches into the wheelbarrow and it feels good to be doing something that feels productive. The cat, fat and ginger, appears, winding its way between my legs, its fur soft against my skin. I’ve left food out for it every morning, but it doesn’t seem to be much of a house cat, which fits as I don’t remember my mother as much of a cat person. I reach down, scratching behind its ears, before returning to the rose bush. I’m not sure how long it is before I pause, certain I can feel eyes on me. I turn, the hairs on the back on my neck standing to attention, goosebumps rising on my arms, suddenly aware of the overflowing wheelbarrow, the chill that has descended as the sun lowers in the sky and the faint tang of bonfire smoke on the air. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ My voice is overly loud in the silence of the garden, the emerging shadows at the edges of the cluttered borders seeming sinister, despite the fringe of daylight at the edge of the horizon. ‘Anyone there?’ A seagull cries, and I let out a shaky laugh, feeling ridiculous. 
 
    Wiping the rapidly cooling sweat from my forehead, I stretch and straighten, feeling the pull of the muscles in my back, as I see the flickering orange of a fire in the garden of Mr Goodman’s house. 
 
    Gabe, I think, suddenly sure that it is Gabe who is lit by the fiery glow, that it is his silhouette I can see tossing things on to the flames. Maybe he won’t mind if I wheel the barrow full of clippings down to him to throw on to the fire. The isolation suddenly feeling threatening rather than comforting, I wipe my hands on my jeans, and hurry inside to snatch up the ten pound note, two chocolate bars and a jacket, before making my way unsteadily down the sea path, pushing the full wheelbarrow ahead of me. Pausing at the side gate into the garden, I feel in my pocket to check for the chocolate. I’m hoping it’ll work as an ice breaker in place of homemade cake. Satisfied it is still there, I open the gate and wheel the barrow awkwardly into the garden before coming to a horrified halt. It’s not Gabe. Shit. The man standing in front of the fire is a similar height to Gabe, but with a slightly broader build, his hair a reddish-brown in the dying light of the day. Shit, shit. I don’t know what to do, and my hands tighten on the handles of the wheelbarrow. Maybe I can just silently reverse out, sliding my way back up the sea path without him noticing? But no, it is too late as he turns, his mouth opening as his brows come together in a frown, and I hold my hands up. 
 
    ‘Sorry!’ I gasp, suddenly sure he is about to lunge towards me. ‘I’m so sorry! I thought you were someone else. I’ll go.’ 
 
    ‘Can I help you?’ He takes a step towards me, and I keep my hands raised. There is no soft, southern lilt to his voice, his words are unaccented. He sounds the way I tried to sound when I first arrived in London, desperately paranoid that someone would know by my accent where I was from and what I did. It didn’t take long to realise that no one knows where Kirton is, and no one cares what happens there. 
 
    ‘No. Sorry, I mean . . .’ I shake my head and start over. ‘I’m Rebecca. Rebecca Gannon.’ I gesture towards the house at the top of the path, towards my own darkened windows. ‘I live . . . well, I mean I’m staying up there. It’s my mother’s house. My mother was Alice Gannon.’ Aware that I am rambling, I snap my mouth closed. 
 
    ‘Rebecca. Lovely to meet you.’ His mouth turns up in a smile and he extends a hand, grasping my palm tightly. His hands are warm, and I am suddenly struck by an image of my dad, taking my hand in his, strong and safe. ‘Stephen. Stephen Morris. I live here.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry I barged in on you like that.’ My cheeks feel warm, but I don’t know if it’s embarrassment or the heat of the flames. ‘I thought you were someone else, and I was going to ask to throw my clippings onto the bonfire.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ Stephen looks back at the flames, as if he has forgotten about the fire. The light dances across his face, giving his neatly trimmed beard and the hair that swoops over his forehead a fiery edge. ‘Of course. Let me. You look as though you’ve worked hard enough today.’ Once again, his lips curve up in a grin and he leans forward, grabbing a pile of thorny branches in his gloved hands. 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ I reach for some smaller branches, disentangling them and dragging them onto the flames. Together we work to empty the wheelbarrow of clippings, silence thick in the air as I rack my brains to think of something to say. Once or twice, he brushes past me as he lifts the branches, and there is a scent to him. It’s almost like the sweet scent of woodsmoke, although that might just be on the air, a citrusy flavour underlying it, tangled with the smell of sea salt. He smells like a man who has worked hard all day, and I find myself casting little sidelong glances in his direction as he lifts the heavy branches, his biceps working beneath the fabric of his thin t-shirt. It’s been a long time since Asa. In the end, the wheelbarrow is empty, and we both stand back to survey the flames. 
 
    ‘There. That didn’t take long.’ Stephen slides off his gloves and brushes his hands together. 
 
    ‘Thank you again,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry I barged in on you like that. It’s not terribly neighbourly of me. Have you lived here long?’ 
 
    ‘A little over a year.’ Stephen doesn’t look at me, his eyes still drawn to the flames, as sparks shower the darkening sky. ‘And you’re no bother at all, I had the fire lit anyway.’ He turns to face me, that warm smile slipping back on to his face. 
 
    ‘You’re not from around here, are you? How do you find it here, on the island? Isolated, I should think, after living on the mainland? Sorry. Twenty questions.’ I hold up my hands. ‘Cons of being a journalist . . . I can’t help myself.’ 
 
    ‘I quite like the isolation. Most of the time, anyway. Although now . . .’ As he watches me, I can see how he brought a blush to Megan’s cheeks when she spoke about him. He is handsome in a dark, brooding way and as he smiles, the air hums with something vibrant and intoxicating. ‘What about you, Rebecca Gannon? Why are you here?’ 
 
    ‘My mother died.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. Of course. I had heard . . . I’m sorry for your loss.’ 
 
    ‘It was a bit of a shock, to me anyway. She was ill and I . . . well, I didn’t know.’ 
 
    ‘I’m very sorry.’ Stephen inclines his head. ‘I didn’t really know her very well, I’m afraid. I work pretty long hours and I’ve spent most of my time since I moved in trying to get this place straight.’ 
 
    ‘I understand. I’m much the same — working long hours, I mean.’ And I am, at home in London. But that’s because all I have in my life is work now that Asa is gone, and the second true crime book that doesn’t seem to want to grow any longer than the six thousand words I’ve written. ‘Anyway, I should be off. Thanks again for the help.’ I wave a hand towards the bonfire, where a scrap of pink fabric lays to the edge of the embers, curling in the heat but not yet alight. 
 
    ‘My pleasure, it was nice to have some company.’ Stephen grasps the handles of the wheelbarrow and begins steering it towards the gate as I follow behind him. The sun has almost dropped below the horizon now, and in less than an hour it will be full dark. At the gate Stephen stops. 
 
    ‘It was nice to meet you, Rebecca. And I really am sorry about your mother.’ He peers past me into the lane, to the shadows that start to reach across the path. ‘Would you like me to walk you back?’ 
 
    I smile, reaching for the handles of the wheelbarrow. ‘No, no I’ll be fine. I’ve run up and down this lane many times in the dark when I was a kid.’ 
 
    Stephen lets out a laugh as he wipes his hands on his jeans, leaving a dusty dark smear of ash on the denim. ‘I’m sure.’ His eyes go to my mother’s house, perched on the sea path above us, to the soft yellow glow that comes from the kitchen light. I had forgotten that I had switched it on earlier, when the thorny branches of the rose bush covered the window shrouding the room in a gloomy twilight. ‘Perhaps we could have dinner or something one evening? That’s a neighbourly thing to do, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘That would be lovely.’ I don’t even realise I’m going to agree until the words tumble out of my mouth. ‘And it’s on me — to apologise for barging in on you like that.’ 
 
    ‘No need.’ He waves a hand, that same warm smile lighting his face. ‘I would say I’ll call you, but I’ll knock instead. I should . . .’ He jerks his thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the house. ‘I should probably finish up back there. See you later, Rebecca.’ With a wink he turns and jogs back through the gate, into the garden and disappears around the side of the house. I walk slowly along the sea path, pushing the wheelbarrow ahead of me, breathing in the cooling briny air as the gravel crunches beneath the tyres. By the time I have put the wheelbarrow in the shed, tidied away my mother’s gardening things and washed my hands it is fully dark. I let the cold water run over my wrists as I look out of the kitchen window, on to the house below. The bonfire is an orange oval of embers now, and there is a faint glow coming from the upstairs window. I imagine Stephen moving about his bedroom, his shadow obscured by the thin curtains across the window. I wonder if he can see me, my silhouette a stark outline against the yellow lighting. Thinking of the eyes I felt on me in the garden earlier, the prickling sensation on my scalp returns and I turn the tap off and move to the light switch, flicking it off and leaving the room in darkness. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 4 
 
    Megan’s cottage looks quiet and sleepy as I walk along beside the low wall that frames her untidy garden. It’s early, too early for a Sunday probably, but after a restless night tossing and turning in the narrow single bed of my childhood I couldn’t stay indoors any longer. Every time I closed my eyes, in the thick, suffocating darkness that you only find away from any hint of city light, I saw my mother’s coffin being lowered into the ground, followed by Sarah Clarke’s sneering face, followed by Stephen’s warm and easy smile, and the way my stomach had flipped as he invited me for dinner, all in quick succession as if on some wild emotional carousel. Behind all of these images was Violet’s face, smiling out in black and white from the newspaper article. Once the sun had pressed its bright, invasive fingers against the bedroom window, the thin curtains failing to do much about keeping the room dark and cool, I swung my legs out of bed and quickly dressed in shorts and a vest, throwing a thin cardigan around my shoulders, before hurrying along the sea path towards the village. Now, the sun is over the horizon, and the air is already warm with the promise of another glorious day. A few early bird day-trippers mill about on the beach, but the only sound is the roar of the waves on the shore below the sea path, and the cry of a lone seagull that circles above me. Pausing at the heavy front door, the paint peeling in much the same way as it is on my own front door, I check my watch. Nine o’clock. Hesitantly, I lift the knocker, wincing as it bangs with a crash far louder than I anticipated. 
 
    There is nothing for a few long moments and I am about to turn and leave when the door creaks open and a face peers out cautiously, before the door is opened fully. 
 
    ‘Evie?’ I turn back. ‘I’m sorry, I woke you up. Is your mum home?’ Evie yawns, one hand covering her mouth, but she steps aside and pulls the door wide open. 
 
    ‘Becky, hi. Come in.’ 
 
    I step into the hallway, the cooler air of the house hitting my warm cheeks. The house smells of clean laundry, coffee, and a hint of buttery toast. Resisting the urge to stand in the hallway and breathe in the scent of a family home, I slip my cardigan off, hanging it on the newel post and following Evie through into the kitchen. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ she says, as she reaches for a sleek, black coffee machine that doesn’t quite match the rest of the kitchen and presses a button to bring it to life. ‘Mum isn’t here. She takes Granny to Mass on a Sunday morning.’ 
 
    Of course. Church plays a big part in family life on the island, and Megan and I had been dragged there without fail every Sunday when we were children. We went to Sunday School together, and then Megan sang in the choir as a teenager. I remember the way we had giggled in the pews of the church, bored and fidgety, desperate to escape out into the sunshine that beamed in through the stained-glass windows, illuminating the dust motes that swirled above Father Joe’s head. I wonder now whether Megan has gone willingly to take Gloria to church, if she enjoys the prayer, the sense of community. The scrutiny. I haven’t set foot in a church since the moment I left the island sixteen years ago, and I don’t intend to start again now, no matter what the islanders might think of me. Maybe it’s a sense of duty for Megan now, I think, as Evie moves easily around the kitchen. 
 
    ‘Coffee?’ Evie asks, as the machine starts to whirr into life, the scent of fresh coffee making my mouth water. 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ I say, ‘I don’t want to put you out if you’ve got plans.’ 
 
    ‘No plans,’ Evie smiles. ‘Sundays aren’t for plans, not if I can help it.’ She hands me a mug of coffee and I want to laugh, she sounds so like Megan used to. ‘Mum won’t be too long. She has to wait with Granny until the service is over, but she’ll drop her and come back here to collect me.’ She rolls her eyes. ‘Granny’s doing Sunday dinner.’ 
 
    ‘I remember your gran’s Sunday dinners,’ I say, with a small smile. ‘Best ones on the island, apparently.’ 
 
    ‘So she says,’ Evie says with a laugh. She sits up straighter, tucking her long legs underneath her on the chair. Her long, blonde hair is ruffled with sleep, and there are the faintest smudges of last night’s mascara under her eyes. ‘So, Becky . . . I can just call you Becky, right? I don’t have to like, call you aunty or anything do I?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t really go by Becky anymore,’ I say thoughtfully, taking a sip of the coffee. ‘People usually call me Rebecca.’ No one has called me Becky since the day I left, not until I received Megan’s phone call about my mother. 
 
    ‘Oh, OK. Rebecca.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I say. ‘No, it’s fine, honestly. You don’t have to call me aunty or anything. That just makes me feel old.’ I laugh. ‘Call me Becky. Your mum, your gran, everyone else here does.’ 
 
    ‘Becky.’ Evie nods. ‘So, you and my mum were best friends? When you were at school?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ I say, feeling my gut twist at the memory. ‘Our mums were friends, so it was just natural, I suppose, that we would be friends too. We were so young, I don’t even ever remember meeting her; she was just always there, next to me.’ One of my earliest memories is of being in the playground with Megan, of drawing a hopscotch board and watching her jump the squares, chalk dusting my palms and knees. It was like I’d lost a part of myself, those first few weeks after I’d left. 
 
    ‘She talks about you a lot,’ Evie says, ‘she never used to, but then once Aunty Alice got sick, then she started to tell me about when you were younger, the kinds of things you did.’ 
 
    The kind of things you did. Nausea swells, and I suddenly feel hot, the air stifling. I set the coffee cup down on the table, managing somehow to not spill a drop. ‘She did?’ I cough, trying to dislodge the heavy feeling that sits in my stomach, crawls up my throat. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Evie says lightly. ‘She told me about the time you pinched my grandad’s whisky and got wrecked on the beach . . . only the tide came in and washed your shoes away.’ 
 
    Waves of relief wash over me, and I let out a laugh that is both too loud and too brittle. ‘Oh my God,’ I breathe, ‘I’d forgotten about that.’ And I had. It’s as if what happened in the days before I left the island have overshadowed everything that went before. All the laughter, the parties, the sharing of everything in our lives was washed away by what I did. ‘We were so drunk — we were only just sixteen, I think. Maybe a tiny bit younger.’ Evie presses her hand to her mouth at my words, her eyes sparkling as she hides her grin. ‘The tide came in quicker than we thought, and we had to walk home in bare feet. Your mum wasn’t happy.’ I laugh at the memory of Megan hopping from one foot to the other, as I had been helpless with drunken laughter, shhing her frantically as she swore at the tiny rocks that nipped at her bare soles. 
 
    ‘Did you get in trouble?’ 
 
    ‘Not really,’ I say, the smile sliding from my face. ‘My dad had died only a couple of years before and I was still finding things difficult. My mum was cross, but your gran came to our house and talked her round. I think she probably spanked your mum though.’ 
 
    Evie laughs, a tiny yelp of glee at the thought of Megan being told off, before her face turns serious. ‘I’m sorry about your dad.’ 
 
    ‘Ahh, it was a long time ago,’ I say, confident enough to lift my coffee cup now my hands have stopped shaking. ‘Don’t you go behaving like that though — your mum and I learned our lessons, and I’m pretty sure your dad wouldn’t be as lenient with you as your gran was with me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Evie says, ‘My dad isn’t that . . .’ 
 
    ‘Evie Brazil!’ Neither of us have heard the front door open, and we both jump as Megan appears in the doorway, bringing the scent of hot, summer air in with her. ‘What are you doing, lolling about in your pyjamas when we have a guest?’ 
 
    ‘It’s just Becky, Mum,’ Evie mutters, but she slides from the chair, pulling her sleeves down over her hands. 
 
    ‘Go on with you.’ Megan makes a shooing motion with her hands. ‘Get off and get your clothes on, you’ve got dinner with your granny soon.’ 
 
    ‘Megan, I’m sorry.’ I get to my feet, ready to leave. I shouldn’t have come here without calling first. ‘I’ll go, I didn’t mean to disturb you.’ 
 
    ‘Pah. Sit down. Evie has put the coffee on?’ Megan pours a cup and tops me off. ‘You’re fine.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. She’s a great kid.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t she?’ Megan takes a sip, frowning slightly as she wraps her hands around the warm mug. ‘Sorry if she was getting on at you. It sounded like she was talking about when we were kids . . . she’s a bit obsessed by it at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘No, it was fine,’ I say, swallowing. It was, mostly. ‘She was telling me she knew about that time on the beach, when our shoes got washed away.’ 
 
    Megan laughs, and the tension in her face seems to melt away. ‘Don’t go giving her ideas.’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely not.’ I smile. ‘I said to her that her dad probably wouldn’t be as lenient as your mum.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm. You’re right there.’ Megan gets up and goes to the cupboard, pulling out a tub of biscuits. ‘What’s got you here first thing on a Sunday morning?’ 
 
    ‘I saw Sarah Clarke yesterday. In the village store. She didn’t want to give me a bag, and then my card wouldn’t work. It was mortifying.’ 
 
    ‘And I bet she loved that, the little witch,’ Megan says, wrinkling her nose. 
 
    ‘A bit, yeah. I was rescued by some guy, thank goodness.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    I tell myself it’s natural curiosity that gives Megan’s voice a disbelieving undertone, not the idea that there isn’t a single male on the island who would step in to help the likes of me. ‘A guy called Gabe? He said he’s new to the island. He knew my mum a bit, I think.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Gabe.’ Megan sits back in her chair. ‘Yeah, he lives on the other side of the island. I don’t know him well, but Mickey’s had a pint with him once or twice, fixed his brakes, I think.’ 
 
    ‘The other side of the island?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ Megan’s nose wrinkles ever so slightly again. ‘The other side. Remember there used to be a few caravans over there, years ago? There’s a proper camp there now, a traveller base. Quite a few of them live over there.’ She doesn’t look too happy about it. ‘What did he do that was so nice?’ 
 
    I remember the newspaper article about Violet had said she’d lived on a traveller site, and I wonder if Gabe knew her. If they lived there at the same time. Surely there can only be one traveller base on our tiny island. ‘He paid my bill and was actually nice about it. I said I’d invite him to the house, make him a cup of tea to say thanks.’ 
 
    ‘Tea?’ Megan snorts. ‘Buy him an actual drink, not make him tea.’ 
 
    The thought had crossed my mind as I laid awake the previous night, but the idea of walking into the pub, full of locals who knew me before, makes an anxious knot form in my belly. ‘Do you think?’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ Megan leans forward, lowering her voice so Evie can’t overhear her. ‘Becky, they’re going to be talking about you anyway, you might as well give them something to talk about.’ 
 
    She’s right. ‘Perhaps I will see about a proper drink. He said he does odd jobs too — I thought maybe I could take him for a drink and ask him about helping me get the house up to scratch ready to sell. It’s too much for me to do alone.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll sell the house?’ Something I can’t read crosses Megan’s face. 
 
    ‘Probably. I mean, I probably should. I don’t know if I could . . . if I’ll live here again.’ 
 
    ‘No. Of course not, you’ve got your life in London now. Sorry.’ Megan nods. ‘It just feels odd, you know. The thought of you or your mum not being there, in that house. All the time I’ve been alive it’s been the Gannon house. It’ll seem strange for it to belong to someone else.’ 
 
    ‘That reminds me,’ I say, remembering the image of Stephen Morris throwing rubbish onto the flames in his garden. ‘I met my new neighbour, the guy in the Goodman house.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ My toes want to curl as I remember the look on his face as he turned to see me standing in his garden, wheelbarrow of rubbish beside me. ‘I introduced myself.’ 
 
    ‘What did you think of him? It must be nice to have the reassurance of a neighbour nearby . . . you know, now it’s just you there in the house.’ 
 
    ‘He was actually lovely — considering I barged into his garden unannounced and asked him to throw my rubbish on his bonfire.’ I cover my face with my hands briefly, still embarrassed. ‘No, he was very friendly. I do feel better knowing that someone is living close by.’ I remember the prickling sensation of eyes on me last night as I filled the wheelbarrow, the way my heart had hammered in my chest for just a moment. 
 
    Megan smiles. ‘He wouldn’t say anything out of line even if you did descend on him. He’s a really good guy. Charming, you know? Half the teachers at St Benedict’s fancy him, and not just the women either.’ She lets out a laugh, and I join in, enjoying the unexpected lightness. 
 
    ‘Stephen hasn’t been here that long, but he’s really settled into the community,’ Megan is saying now. 
 
    I think about the way my stomach flipped when he asked me to dinner. ‘Is he married?’ 
 
    ‘Married?’ Megan raises an eyebrow and smirks. ‘You’re not interested, are you? I thought you were going to ask Gabe to go for a drink?’ 
 
    ‘To ask Gabe about working on the house! And God, no. I just wondered if he was married, or living with anyone. Or is he alone in that big, old house?’ 
 
    Megan picks up our empty coffee mugs and moves to the sink, running the tap so I have to strain to hear her. ‘To be honest, I don’t think he is married — I’m not sure he even has a girlfriend. No one from the island, anyway. He doesn’t really talk about his home life at work — none of us get time, really. And he’s the boss, so you know, it would be weird if he talked about his private life too much.’ 
 
    But he lives here, on Kirton, I want to say, where everyone knows everything about everyone. ‘I guess. Does he not socialise with anyone here?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, he socialises — I think most people on the island know who he is. He comes to the pub quiz night, and I think he’s involved in the summer festival this year. He’s very dedicated.’ There is something in her tone, but as her back is to me, I can’t see to read her expression. ‘Why are you asking, anyway?’ When she does turn to face me, her expression is neutral. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Just wondered, I guess. He was . . .’ the first man to turn my head since Asa. ‘. . . interesting. Nice. I should leave you to it, get back to the house. I have work to do.’ I get to my feet, as Evie’s footsteps come thudding down the stairs. I lower my voice. ‘He asked me if I wanted to go to dinner with him.’ 
 
    ‘Mum, have you seen my black shorts?’ Evie’s face appears round the doorframe, her hair damp and her face made up with light enough foundation that Gloria won’t tell her off. 
 
    Megan reaches for a pair of shorts laid over the back of a chair and tosses them to Evie. ‘Say goodbye to Becky, she’s leaving now.’ 
 
    Evie gives me a wave and disappears back up the stairs, as Megan guides me towards the front door. A blast of warm air hits my face as she opens it, and I step out on to the path into the already hot sunshine. 
 
    ‘So,’ Megan says, now Evie is out of earshot. ‘Are you going to go for dinner with him?’ She pulls the door closed behind her, and that unreadable tone is back in her voice. 
 
    ‘I kind of said yes already,’ I say, ‘but I don’t know . . . maybe I shouldn’t go.’ What if we hate each other? I don’t want to alienate the only neighbour I have and make things awkward between us. 
 
    ‘It’s only dinner,’ Megan says, ‘it’s not like he’s asked you to marry him. Go and have a nice time. I have to get ready, Mum’s expecting us. Let me know how it goes with Stephen.’ Megan flashes me a grin and it’s like the air has cleared. Maybe I was just imagining the tension I felt between us. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I keep my eyes down as I pass the Goodman house, almost relieved when there is no sign of Stephen Morris. I’m sure Megan is right — he is a nice guy, and it’s just dinner, but part of me almost feels afraid. I haven’t been on a date with anyone since I split up with Asa, I haven’t wanted to. I’m not good with relationships — friendships or romantic — finding it hard to let people in. After my mother couldn’t tell me she forgave me for what happened, I closed a whole part of myself off and it’s hard to shake bad habits. And besides, I’m here to work now, to find out what happened to Violet Monroe, I don’t have time for anything else. Waiting until I am further up the sea path, I sneak a peek back over my shoulder. There is no movement outside his house, but as I raise my eyes to the top window, there is a flash, as if someone was stood looking out, but moved out of sight. Shaking my head, I make my way up to my mother’s house — my house, now — sliding my key from my pocket. 
 
    Blood. That is the only word that runs through my mind as I pause on the path. There is glass, shattered and broken all across the top step in front of the cracked and peeling front door, a smear of crimson on one large shard. Thin drops of blood leave a snaky trail across the concrete path to the grass, already dry in the heat of the sun. How has this happened? Stepping closer I see the dirty milk bottles that had sat on the doorstep have been smashed across the step. Turning to look behind me, I don’t know what I am looking for, but the path behind me is empty. The air is thick and still, the sky a bright summer blue. It can’t have been the wind — the air is heavy and static, even this close to sea — and the bottles were intact when I left this morning, I would have noticed if they weren’t. Was it the cat? I call him half-heartedly, hoping the blood isn’t his, but as I slide my key into the lock, I am pretty sure an animal wouldn’t have caused that level of destruction. The glass has been spread carefully across the step, covering every inch, and I think again of eyes, watching me in the dim twilight yesterday. Stepping inside, a note sits on the doormat, a stark sheet of white paper folded in half. When I open it, it simply reads LEAVE in bold maroon marker pen, the colour of slowly drying blood. Holding it between finger and thumb, my stomach knotted and my hands shaking, I step back out on to the path and look down at the Goodman house, past the house and along the sea path, but there is no movement. No sign that anyone has been here at all. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    A knock on the door makes me jump on Sunday afternoon, my hand shooting out and almost spilling a cold glass of water across my laptop. 
 
    ‘Shit.’ I grab for it wildly, only just managing to save my notes on Violet that are strewn across the table. The knock comes again, and I get to my feet, pulling my hair away from my neck in attempt to cool down. ‘I’m coming!’ 
 
    Pulling the door open, my irritation fades a little when I see Gabe on the doorstep. He stands dressed in the same paint-splattered jeans and a black t-shirt with some band I’ve never heard of emblazoned across it, looking fresh and cool despite the heat of the day. By contrast, I feel sweaty and hot, frazzled by the thick, sultry air. We’re not used to this kind of weather on the island, even in June. Gabe holds two takeaway cups of iced coffee, and he thrusts one towards me. 
 
    ‘Hi,’ he says. ‘I thought I’d pop by and see how you were doing . . . and I thought you might like something cool.’ 
 
    ‘Come in. And thank you.’ I raise the cup in a kind of salute before I take a sip. ‘Oh, this is really good. Don’t tell me we’ve got a Starbucks on the island now?’ 
 
    Gabe steps into the hallway, manoeuvring his way past the towers of newspapers that my mother has lined against the walls. He smells good, like cut grass and sunshine, and a hint of something chemical underneath. Turps, maybe. It makes sense considering the state of his jeans. ‘Starbucks? You’ve got to be kidding. No, believe it or not the village store has a state-of-the-art coffee machine.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ I arch an eyebrow in surprise. ‘I hope you didn’t tell Sarah Clarke this was for me. You know she isn’t my biggest fan.’ I can imagine her spitting in it. That’s easier to imagine than the idea of the village store being open on a Sunday. ‘What can I do for you?’ 
 
    Gabe follows me into the kitchen, placing his cup down gently as he glances sideways at the notes that litter the table. ‘I wanted to check on you after your run-in at the store yesterday, and I also . . . well, I wondered if there was anything I could help you with around here. You know, you mentioned that you needed to get the place up to scratch and I’m a handyman so . . .’ 
 
    ‘I was actually going to ask you about that,’ I say. ‘That would be great . . . I mean, there’s loads of stuff to be done, as you can probably imagine and it’s too big a job for me to manage alone.’ I pause. ‘I can pay you . . . I might just have to pay the balance when the house is sold.’ My advance is all but gone, but I have some savings. 
 
    ‘Sounds good,’ Gabe says. ‘So, you’re working on another book?’ He gestures towards the notes sprawled over the table, the laptop screen blank and dark. ‘A novel this time? Or . . . ?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I say firmly, ‘not a novel. It’s another true crime book. I’m researching crimes against women at the moment — disappearances, mainly. I’m looking into the roles the public play in these cases, you know, witnesses, providing alibis, that kind of thing.’ I look away, letting my gaze fall on the laptop. 
 
    ‘Wow. Heavy stuff.’ Gabe’s face clouds over, his brows knitting together as he runs his eyes over the scrawled pages of my notepad. 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ I shift, angling my body between Gabe and my notes, suddenly acutely aware of Violet’s name at the head of one of the pages. ‘Shall I show you the house? Maybe we could make a list of things that need sorting.’ I reach for my notepad and flip it closed. 
 
    We start in the kitchen and work our way up, the list growing longer and longer with every room. Gabe makes notes on his phone, pointing out things that I hadn’t even noticed, and I feel a flicker of mild panic at the thought of how much it will really cost to get this house back to its former glory. He lingers in the spare bedroom and takes his time in the bathroom, mentioning mould and condensation and other things that I can’t fully focus on. The air upstairs is unbearable and stifling, and as Gabe stands close behind me on the stairs to the attic, I feel a prickling sensation, reminiscent of the eyes I felt on me in the garden. 
 
    ‘It’s just the attic up there.’ I turn, coming face to face with him, my heart banging in my chest at the realisation that I am home alone with a man I don’t know, and no one else knows he is here. ‘I can go up there another day when it’s cooler.’ I convince myself that it is just the heat that’s making me feel uncomfortable, that’s all. The temperature outside is rising every day, and the weatherman says that we are on course for a heatwave. Just like we had back in 2007. I shake the thought away and hurry back down to the ground floor, where Gabe stops by the piles of newspapers in the hallway. 
 
    ‘What do you want to do with these?’ He reaches out and plucks one from the top of a pile. It’s a paper from the mainland, dated September 2013, the headline shrieking; US NEARLY DETONATED ATOMIC BOMB OVER NORTH CAROLINA — SECRET DOCUMENT. I take it from him, opening it and flicking through the pages. It feels ever so slightly damp, and there is a fusty smell that arises from it. 
 
    ‘Burn them, I guess.’ I place the paper back down on the pile, suddenly feeling inexplicably sad at the thought that my mum would have read it, and made a conscious decision to keep it, along with all the others. ‘I’m not sure what else I can do with them.’ 
 
    ‘What about the basement? Do you know if it’s damp-proofed and useable? If not, it’s something I could quote for. Estate agents will count it as an extra room, then you can push the price up even more.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not,’ I say, resisting the urge to shudder at the memory of my mother sending me down the dark, dusty stairs for her homemade jam. ‘But don’t worry about quoting for that now. Shall we move out to the garden?’ There’s no way my budget will cover revamping the basement as well. 
 
    Gabe nods, and I lead him through the kitchen out into the heavy, still air, keen to leave the fusty smell of the newspapers behind. Outside, the garden is still thick and lush with green from the rain of a few days ago. Weeds sprout abundantly, and almost everything needs pruning and trimming back. 
 
    Gabe stands and surveys the land with his hands in his pockets. ‘Wow,’ he says eventually. ‘What a view. Rebecca, this is amazing.’ I follow his gaze and realise that he is right. It is an amazing view. The Goodman house sits below the garden, so the view of the sea is entirely unobstructed. The sky is an interrupted picture of blue, and below us the light sparkles on the waves. The jetty is a slim, dark line that juts out into the navy depths, the small ferry tethered as the ferryman waits for passengers to fill the tiny vessel. There are paddleboarders and swimmers in the shallows, while further out a single jet-skier rides in ever increasing looping circles, and even though we can’t see the beach from here, I already know it will be buzzing with families and children, surrounded by buckets and spades and sand-filled picnics. 
 
    ‘This view is priceless,’ Gabe says, looking down at me. ‘You could sell the house on this alone.’ 
 
    ‘Only in the summer months,’ I laugh, ‘come the winter, the sea doesn’t sparkle like that and the wind that comes in off the water is brutal. You don’t see the tourists for dust.’ 
 
    ‘Truly isolated then.’ A single cloud scuds across the sky, blotting out the sun for the briefest of moments and I shiver slightly. ‘Listen Rebecca, I was wondering . . .’ Before he can finish, there is the crunch of gravel from the front of the house, and a voice calls out my name. 
 
    ‘Rebecca? Are you home?’ 
 
    Turning, I see Stephen letting himself in the side gate, squeezing past the wild rhododendron bush that fills the narrow path. ‘Stephen, hi. Come in. I was just showing Gabe the view down past your place to the sea.’ 
 
    ‘Marvellous, isn’t it?’ Stephen comes to stand beside me, his arm pressing against mine, and I smell that same citrusy scent with a hint of woodsmoke from the previous evening. ‘We’re very lucky.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know Gabe?’ As I speak, I realise I don’t remember Gabe’s surname. 
 
    ‘The handyman, right?’ Stephen grins and holds out a hand. ‘Stephen Morris. I live just down there.’ He gestures towards the Goodman house. 
 
    ‘Gabe Kelly. I’ve seen you around. You’re the teacher.’ Gabe pauses, looking down at Stephen’s outstretched hand for a moment before he extends his own. ‘You emailed me about repairs to the school roof, didn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Ahh, that was you.’ Stephen nods, before turning to me. ‘Becky, is this a bad time? I can come back if you’re busy?’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s fine,’ I am surprised to find a lack of irritation at the contracted use of my name. ‘I was just showing Gabe the house. There are a few repairs to be done before I can put it up for sale.’ 
 
    Before Stephen can answer, Gabe says, ‘It’s all right, Rebecca. I’ve got a rough idea of what needs doing — I’ll text you over a quote for the works in the next couple of days. I’ll get the work started and you’ll be back in London before you know it.’ He glances towards Stephen, his tone cool. ‘I need to get off now anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Nice to meet you, Gabe,’ Stephen says. Gabe doesn’t reply, instead turning on his heel and walking briskly out of the gate, turning left to follow the path back down to the sea. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ I say, ‘he didn’t seem that unfriendly the last time I met him.’ Belatedly I remember the ten pound note, tucked safely back into my mother’s tin on top of the cupboard. Maybe he’s annoyed that I forgot to give it to him. But something tells me it’s not that. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back in the cool air of the kitchen, I tip away the remains of my iced coffee and crack open two bottles of cold beer, handing one to Stephen. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry if I interrupted the two of you earlier.’ He sips at the beer. ‘I thought I’d pop in. I don’t know, it seemed like a neighbourly thing to do.’ He laughs and rubs at the back of his neck awkwardly. The air thickens between us, and I feel a flutter of butterflies in my stomach. I feel the way I used to when I first met Asa, and our eyes would meet across the cluttered desks of the news office, my veins electric with the crackle of sexual tension. 
 
    ‘Very neighbourly.’ I clink my beer bottle against his, as his gaze wanders down to the notes strewn across the table. 
 
    ‘Work?’ He nods in the direction of my papers, and I move forward to scoop the pages into a neat pile, away from prying eyes. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ I square the edges of the paper and tuck them inside the notepad. ‘I’m a writer, so believe me if the paper looks messy it means my mind is tidy.’ 
 
    Stephen laughs appreciatively. ‘Mine is not too dissimilar, if I’m honest. You’re working on something interesting.’ It isn’t a question. 
 
    ‘Yes. I’m looking into the disappearance of Violet Monroe.’ The words sparkle in the air before me, that familiar twist in my stomach pulling me towards the story like a welcome old friend. 
 
    ‘Wow. That is . . . interesting.’ He turns his attention to the kitchen, to the scuffed lino and faded cupboards. ‘So, you’re going to sell up?’ 
 
    ‘I think so.’ I welcome the change of subject, even though a fist clenches around my heart at the thought of someone else living here. ‘I’d love to stay but . . . I don’t know if I could live here. Too many memories. It’s going to take a while though.’ 
 
    ‘Will you stay while the work is being done?’ 
 
    ‘I have to. I don’t have the money to afford to pay someone to do the work and pay for a site manager. I know it doesn’t seem like a huge project, but nothing has been done to the house for years that I can tell. I can’t oversee things properly from London and I’ll be honest, writing doesn’t pay the big bucks unless your surname is Rowling.’ 
 
    ‘I can help if that’s any good. I mean,’ Stephen shrugs, ‘if it’ll help with the costs. I don’t claim to be a professional, but I know my way around a paint brush.’ 
 
    I think of Gabe and his offer to quote for repairs, the list on his phone that seemed to grow exponentially as we moved around the house, and then I think of my bank account, the balance dropping daily. ‘That would be great, thank you. I can get Gabe to do some of the more technical stuff, but I would really appreciate a hand. He mentioned about damp-proofing the basement, but I don’t honestly think I can afford it. I know Mr Goodman had his done years ago, but I just don’t think it’s worth it for me.’ 
 
    Stephen shrugs. ‘I have no idea; there wasn’t a key to the basement. I keep on thinking I should jimmy my way in, there could be buried treasure down there.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt it,’ I laugh. ‘Mr Goodman was never that fancy. I would appreciate your help though if you don’t mind. And the company would be nice too.’ The words slip out before I can stop them, and I turn to the bundle of notes, busying myself with moving them. As I do, a sheet of paper slips out, drifting down slowly to the floor. 
 
    ‘What’s this?’ Stephen stoops to pick it up, his brow furrowing as his eyes land on the maroon ink. ‘Becky?’ 
 
    I snatch it from him, shoving it back into the notepad. ‘Nothing. It’s nothing.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t look like nothing. Look at your hands.’ He reaches out and takes my hand in his. ‘They’re shaking.’ 
 
    ‘It’s just a stupid note,’ I mumble. ‘A prank probably. Someone put it through the door while I was at Megan’s this morning. I’ll throw it in the bin.’ 
 
    ‘Someone wants you to leave . . . Leave where? The house? The island?’ Stephen’s eyes are dark with concern, and I feel the bridge of my nose start to sting, tears forming. ‘Who would do something like that?’ 
 
    ‘Both. And lots of people, probably.’ I force a laugh. ‘I’ll tell you about it another day, but this is nothing, I promise. Look, I’ll throw it away.’ I don’t mention the glass, the blood that I had to scrub from the path. My stomach lurches as I crumple up the paper and toss it into the kitchen bin. ‘See? Nothing to worry about. All fine.’ 
 
    ‘Becky . . .’ Stephen sighs, ‘it’s isolated here, you know that. I’m sure, like you say, it is just a prank, but it’s still an unpleasant thing to happen. I’m just down the path if you get anything else like this. Promise me you’ll call me if you’re worried.’ 
 
    I shake my head. ‘Honestly Stephen . . .’ 
 
    ‘I mean it.’ He glances towards the bin, distaste on his face. ‘That’s a nasty thing to do. I don’t want to think of you up here on your own, worrying. Call me for anything, you hear?’ 
 
    ‘Ok. I promise.’ I look up at him, the closeness of him making my breath catch in my throat a little. ‘Swear down.’ 
 
    ‘Great, that’s sorted then. I’m a painter and a knight in shining armour.’ We both laugh and the tension in the air dissolves. ‘Listen, Becky . . . I was wondering,’ he clears his throat, ‘I was wondering if you fancied coming along to the pub quiz night tonight?’ My apprehension must be written all over my face as he says quickly, ‘Not like a date or anything! Just as, you know, friends.’ 
 
    I think about what Megan said this morning, that Stephen comes to the pub quiz nights, that he’s popular and well-known with the locals on the island, and I wonder what the islanders will say when they see me with him. It’s not the thought of spending the evening with Stephen that makes me feel apprehensive, it’s more the idea of spending the evening with the rest of the village that makes my mouth go dry. But the thought of an evening home alone, wondering whether another note will be pushed through the door feels even less appealing. ‘Thanks Stephen,’ I say with a smile. ‘I’d love to.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    As I push my way inside the crowded island pub, I scan the tables, feeling my cheeks grow hot as I wonder whether I imagined the slight lull in conversation, the brief turn to stare from the other patrons as I entered. Tourists make up a large percentage of the people in here, but there are more than few a familiar faces and I feel my pulse rattle. It is exactly as I remember from before, the same slightly dingy décor, the same scent of old beer and faded cigarette smoke on the air, the same blackboard announcing the seafood specials that make this pub a favourite with tourists. 
 
    ‘Becky!’ Megan waves a hand and I weave my way between the tourists towards the table where she sits with Mickey, Gloria, and Stephen, after agreeing with him that seemed more appropriate to arrive separately. After all, he is the local head teacher, and I am the woman the island loves to hate. As I squeeze my way between tables that are far too close together for comfort, I try to shake the image from my mind of the last time I was in here. It was for Megan’s eighteenth birthday, only a month or so before I left. The night I confessed everything to her. Reaching the table, Stephen stands and gives me a quick peck on the cheek, before moving up so I can slide in next to him. 
 
    ‘Hi,’ he says in a low voice, ‘you don’t mind sharing a table, do you? Only it’s pretty packed in here . . .’ he glances around the room. It is packed, the air thick and sticky as people shout to be heard. 
 
    ‘It’s fine,’ I say with a smile. ‘Megan and I have known each other for years.’ 
 
    ‘You have? Wait, Megan . . . this is your childhood best friend?’ Stephen grins, relief evident on his face. ‘Megan has been talking about you all week, I guess I just didn’t put two and two together.’ 
 
    I wonder what she’s been saying about me, but Stephen is still smiling, so it can’t have been too bad. It can’t have been the truth. 
 
    ‘Oh, stop exaggerating,’ Megan flaps a hand, laughing as Stephen gets to his feet. 
 
    ‘Let me get you a drink?’ 
 
    ‘Sauvignon please,’ I say, before I remember where I am. ‘Or whatever white wine they’ve got.’ 
 
    Megan waits until Stephen leaves the table and then turns to me with a wicked grin. ‘So, Stephen invited you, eh? I have to say this is the first time I’ve ever seen him here with someone else.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not like that,’ I say, but I can’t help the smile that creeps across my face. ‘He just asked if I wanted to come along . . . he’s going to help with the house.’ 
 
    Megan raises her eyebrows but says nothing as Stephen weaves his way back towards us, two glasses and a bottle of white wine in his hand. Sauvignon, too. ‘Here ladies, I thought I’d get you a bottle, save us keep going back up.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ I let him pour me a glass and we clink our glasses together. ‘And thanks for saying you’ll help with the house.’ 
 
    ‘My pleasure.’ Stephen leans in close. ‘Have you told Megan about the note?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I shake my head. ‘Like I said, it’s probably nothing.’ I glance up to see Megan’s eyes on me. 
 
    ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ I flap a hand, but she frowns. ‘Just a . . . a stupid note left through the door, that’s all.’ 
 
    ‘A note?’ 
 
    ‘Telling me to leave.’ I lower my voice, my stomach churning. 
 
    ‘Who do you think it’s from?’ Megan raises her glass to her mouth, hiding her expression. ‘I mean . . . what did it say? Was it threatening?’ 
 
    ‘I said it’s nothing. I’ve dealt with worse. I’m not worried about it.’ The lie sits on the edge of my tongue, and I wash it away with lukewarm wine, ignoring Megan’s concern. 
 
    A tapping on the microphone signals the start of the quiz, and a hush descends over the crowd. It’s then that I see him. Gabe Kelly, sitting at a table with two men — one I don’t recognise, and the other is so familiar that I feel my stomach drop away to the floor. 
 
    ‘Excuse me. Sorry.’ I get to my feet, my vision blurring. 
 
    ‘Becky? Where are you going?’ 
 
    ‘To the Ladies. Won’t be a sec.’ I push past Mickey and out across the pub floor towards the door that leads to the Ladies bathroom. Once inside, I rest my hands on the sink and my forehead on the mirror, the cold shock of the glass soothing against my hot skin. It can’t be him; he can’t be here. It’s not possible. I feel sick, my head hot and thick, and I lean down to splash water on my face. I don’t realise that the two cubicles behind me are locked until I hear voices. 
 
    ‘Did you see her?’ I think I recognise the voice, but I’m not sure. 
 
    ‘Yes. The nerve of her. I can’t believe she even came back here at all . . . let alone come out to the pub with her old friend like nothing ever happened.’ Sarah Clarke’s voice drifts over the top of the cubicle and I slowly turn the water off and reach for a paper towel. ‘She deserves everything she gets.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s hope Liam doesn’t see her. I swear to God, what she did to that family.’ There is a rustle and then the sound of the chain flushing, and I hastily throw the paper towel in the bin and slide out of the door, hurrying back towards the table where Megan and Stephen sit. 
 
    ‘Everything OK?’ Stephen looks at me with concern as I squeeze into my seat, my pulse a heavy thud in my ears. 
 
    ‘Fine.’ 
 
    ‘You look pale,’ Megan says. ‘Here, drink some of this wine before I drink it all.’ She hands me my glass and I raise it to my lips, glancing towards the table where Gabe Kelly sits. Megan turns to follow my gaze, and as she does, Gabe looks over and catches my eye. I offer up a faint smile and raise my glass to him, and although he smiles in return it doesn’t quite reach his eyes and I am once again left feeling as if something is not quite right. 
 
    ‘Becky?’ Megan says, leaning in. ‘Is everything all right? Did something happen between you and Gabe?’ 
 
    I don’t reply. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    The sand is cool between my toes as I make my way towards the edge of the water, the sun peeping over the horizon. It’s early, but I couldn’t sleep even after scrolling for hours late into the night, searching for information on Violet. Gasping as the water hits my skin, I force myself to walk out further, letting the waves break across my thighs, my stomach, then my chest before submerging myself completely. Under the water I keep my eyes screwed tightly shut, the image of my own face in the mirror, pale with two spots of colour burning high on my cheeks, dancing in front of my eyes. It can’t be Marcus, I think, feeling the sand scrape and burn against the soles of my feet. There is no way that it was Marcus Rose sitting next to Gabe Kelly in the pub last night. It just isn’t possible. Lungs burning, I push my way to the surface, salt stinging my eyes. I see the bright orange of a tow float as I start to make my way back to the shore and realise it is Gloria, powering through the water like a seal. Back on the shore, the morning air is cool on my skin, but with the promise of a fierce heat to come later in the day. I sit on the sand, my back to the water and lift my face to the sun. I can’t remember the last time I went to the beach. I had forgotten how restorative it is, the waves crashing on the shore, the feel of cold, salty water making my skin tingle. 
 
    At the top of the sea path, Stephen stands beside his car, a briefcase in his hand. Last night he had walked me home from the pub, his fingers brushing lightly against mine as we walked the steep, gravelly path towards the house. The air had been thick and sultry with heat, and at my doorstep Stephen had paused. I could smell the faint scent of beer on his breath as he reached over to help me with my key in the lock, and I thought for a moment he might kiss me. But as my heart hammered in my chest at the thought of it, he’d simply wished me a good night and sauntered back down the path towards his own house, turning back just before he was out of sight to catch me watching him go. Now, without looking at me, Stephen shoves his phone away and gets into the driver’s seat and a few moments later he pulls out on to the sea path and drives away, in the direction of the village. Once the car is out of sight, I get to my feet, brush the sand from my legs and thighs and slide my feet back into flip-flops, ready to walk back to the house, eager to get back to my laptop, back to Violet. As I reach the sea path, my mobile rings and Megan’s name flashes across the screen. 
 
    ‘Megan? Is everything OK?’ 
 
    ‘Morning!’ Megan’s voice sings down the line. She doesn’t sound like a woman who sank the best part of two bottles of white wine last night. ‘Listen, I know it’s early — I didn’t wake you, did I?’ She rushes on before I can reply. ‘Mum has a dinner thing tonight. It’s for the church, I’m not too sure of all the details, but basically she has to host this dinner and Mickey has dropped out on me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ I glance back towards the ocean, where Gloria is still swimming, her tow float bobbing brightly between the waves. 
 
    ‘He reckons he’s got a summer cold, but you know what men are like. Honestly, it’s like no one ever got sick before.’ I can almost hear her rolling her eyes. ‘So, he’s not coming. Although I think he secretly just wants to lie on the sofa and watch the Repair Shop. So, I have a huge favour to ask.’ 
 
    I can feel my heart sinking into my boots, knowing what Megan is about to ask and I’m not wrong. 
 
    ‘Please come?’ There is a wheedling tone to Megan’s voice. ‘This dinner is really important to Mum, she’s invited Father Joe and everything. And if she has an empty chair at the table she’ll be mortified.’ 
 
    My instinct is to say no. The people of this island hate me, and I’d rather be at home, picking at the mess that is Violet’s disappearance. But then I think about Gloria, how she loved me and looked after me when Dad died and my mother couldn’t, how she met me at the ferry that last morning to try and persuade me not to go. How she had stood and watched the ferry leave, until I could no longer see her on the jetty. 
 
    ‘OK,’ I say, pausing as I think I hear the crunch of feet on gravel ahead of me. ‘What time?’ 
 
    ‘Seven?’ Megan says. ‘I’ll meet you at Mum’s.’ 
 
    ‘OK,’ I say again. I am passing the Goodman house now, and ahead of me on the path I think I see the shadow of a figure rounding the bend, heading towards my house. 
 
    ‘Becky? Are you listening?’ Megan’s voice screeches in my ear. ‘Dress smart casual, yes? Listen, I have to go, I’m late for work. See you tonight.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I say, distractedly. ‘See you tonight.’ My gaze goes back to the path ahead, but no one is there. 
 
    * * * 
 
    My lipstick feels greasy on my mouth, and I hastily rub at my teeth to make sure it hasn’t smeared there before I lift the knocker on the door to Gloria’s cottage. Waiting for the door to open, I hear the low chatter of voices inside and smooth down my top, hoping that I’m smart enough. I didn’t bring fancy clothes, so I wear skinny jeans, with flat silver pumps and a petrol blue silk top I found in my mum’s wardrobe, my auburn hair pulled up into an artfully messy bun. 
 
    ‘Becky!’ Megan pulls the door open, and I step inside, the scent of garlic and seafood on the air making my mouth water. ‘Why did you knock? You should have let yourself in.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t like to,’ I say, following her along the hallway into Gloria’s extensive kitchen. ‘Sorry I’m a bit late.’ As I enter my heart sinks. It looks as though I am the last one to arrive . . . although not quite. Two empty chairs sit to the left of Gloria, and she pats the seat beside her. 
 
    ‘Hello darling, don’t you look beautiful?’ Gloria leans in and kisses my cheek as I slide into the chair next to her. I needn’t have worried about the dress code — the others around the table are dressed far more casually than me, and I feel the prickle of sweat under my arms. ‘Isn’t that top your mum’s? You look lovely in it.’ 
 
    I nod, no longer feeling hungry as nausea swirls in my stomach. Father Joe sits on the other side of Gloria, followed by Jenny Milne and the man I didn’t recognise with Gabe Kelly in the pub last night. From the way he leans into her, I think he must be her husband, and I find I am right when he introduces himself as Matt. Next to him is Gabe himself, a bottle of beer in front of him. Megan sits beside him, and next to her is a man I don’t know. He is small framed, in his early forties with dark hair, lightly streaked with grey, and thick black rimmed glasses. Good-looking in an academic kind of way. On the other side of him is the empty chair between us. I wish, more than anything, I had told Megan I was busy tonight, but then Gloria squeezes my hand and pours me a glass of wine and I gird my loins for the evening ahead. 
 
    ‘Becky? Let me introduce you to Owen.’ Megan gestures to the man beside her and he looks me over, his eyes raking my skin, lingering a little too long on the low neckline of my top. ‘Owen Murphy. He moved over here from North London maybe . . .’ she frowns, looking in his direction, ‘eighteen months, two years ago?’ 
 
    ‘About that. Sometimes it feels longer,’ Owen says, his eyes still fixed on me as he holds out a hand and grips mine tightly. ‘Lovely to meet you, Becky.’ 
 
    ‘Nice to meet you.’ I offer up a small smile, resisting the urge to wipe my damp palm over my jeans when he lets go of my hand after a few seconds longer than expected. 
 
    ‘It’s grand to see you, Becky,’ Father Joe says, ‘I’m sorry about your mother. The committee will miss her very much.’ 
 
    ‘Committee?’ 
 
    ‘Did Megan not explain to you?’ Gloria frowns at Megan, but she is saved by the bell as there is another knock at the door and Megan scuttles away to answer it. 
 
    ‘Church committee,’ Father Joe says gently. ‘Isn’t that why you’re here? We meet once a month or so, just to discuss fundraising, repairs, that kind of thing. Your mother was very involved.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t realise,’ I say quietly. Jenny gives a smirk, covering it with a mouthful of wine, as Megan enters, Stephen following behind. 
 
    ‘Hi everyone, sorry I’m late.’ Stephen takes his place next to me, and Megan disappears back into the kitchen. ‘Becky, I didn’t know you were coming.’ 
 
    ‘Same to you.’ I say, with a grin. Relief floods my veins at having someone at the table other than Megan who is pleased I am here. 
 
    ‘Gabe, I wanted to thank you for offering to look at the church roof for us,’ Father Joe says with a smile. ‘I know you’re busy, but we’re hoping the damage from the last storm isn’t too much.’ 
 
    ‘You haven’t forgotten about the repairs to the school roof, have you, Gabe?’ Stephen asks, as he tops up the wine glasses on the table, making sure he serves Gloria first. ‘I’ve offered to help Becky with the repairs to her mother’s house, so that should free you up a little.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Gabe says, ‘I haven’t forgotten. Check your email, I sent the quote back to you this afternoon.’ He meets my eye, his tone abrupt, almost bordering on rude, and I look away, wishing I had had the chance to speak to him before Stephen mentioned my mother’s house. 
 
    ‘Sorry, I’ve been in meetings all day.’ Stephen doesn’t seem to notice the shortness in Gabe’s tone. ‘It’s the last few weeks of term so everything seems crazily busy at school at the moment, and the kids are wild with the thought of the summer holidays. Aren’t they, Owen?’ 
 
    Owen nods, his mouth full of food. 
 
    ‘You work at the school too?’ I ask, feeling myself recoil slightly, despite trying not to. 
 
    ‘Owen is our esteemed English teacher,’ Stephen says, ‘one of our finest, actually.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know about that,’ Owen says lightly, but there is a hint of a smirk on his face. ‘Although I do seem to be able to keep the unruly Year Tens in line better than you do.’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me,’ Megan says laughing, ‘my daughter is in Year Ten — I hope she’s not one of the unruly ones.’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely not,’ Owen smiles, his eyes going to the photo of Evie on the mantelpiece behind Megan. ‘Evie is a model student — not that we would tell you if she wasn’t, eh Stephen?’ 
 
    ‘I’m having no part in any of this.’ Stephen reaches for his wine, his eyes crinkling as he smiles. ‘Megan, you know we all think Evie is wonderful.’ 
 
    ‘Where is she tonight?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘Upstairs, allegedly revising.’ Megan rolls her eyes. 
 
    ‘I’m sure there’s no allegedly about it,’ Owen says, winking at Megan, before pushing back his chair and excusing himself. 
 
    ‘Have you been back to the school since you arrived, Becky?’ Jenny’s voice is light, with a hint of malice. ‘It’s changed a lot since you left. There’s a whole new wing that was built by my father.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Stephen says, smiling. ‘You grew up here — I’m sure St Benedict’s is very different to when you attended.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll say,’ Jenny says, ‘Becky’s school days were memorable enough though, weren’t they?’ 
 
    ‘Jenny.’ Megan says, her voice a warning. 
 
    ‘Really?’ Stephen says, turning to me. ‘Why is that? Were you one of the naughty kids? Always in trouble? I can’t imagine that.’ 
 
    ‘Hardly,’ Megan says. ‘Does anyone want bread?’ She offers the basket around the table, Father Joe the only one who helps himself. 
 
    ‘You were a bit of a quiet one, weren’t you, Becky?’ Jenny says, holding a forkful of food that won’t reach her mouth. ‘She always wanted to hang around with me and Sarah. Our Becky would have done anything to be in the cool gang.’ 
 
    ‘Sarah?’ Gabe looks at Jenny in confusion, ‘Sarah? From the village store?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I mutter, feeling my cheeks grow fiery. ‘Sarah Clarke.’ 
 
    ‘Clarke?’ Jenny laughs. ‘She hasn’t been Clarke for ten years. She’s Rose now. Sarah Rose.’ She turns her eyes on me, a gleam of malice glinting as she watches my reaction. ‘She married Liam Rose. Marcus’s brother.’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me.’ I push my chair back, ignoring Megan as she reaches out a hand towards me. Gloria shushes her, and as I head upstairs to the sanctity of the bathroom, I hear her tell Megan to let me go. Once the door closes behind me, I sit on the toilet lid and place my head in my hands, suddenly forced back to 2007 and the summer that changed everything. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It isn’t necessarily that I want to be in Sarah and Jenny’s clique of cool girls, it’s more that I just want to stop being the girl whose dad died. The girl whose mum doesn’t even get out of bed some days now. Megan is talking to me as I sit on the bench in the girls changing room, watching Sarah and Jenny get changed for netball but I don’t hear her. All I can see is their long, tanned limbs, the highlights in their hair that cost a fortune, the bright white of their new trainers. 
 
    ‘What are you looking at, you lezzer?’ Jenny sneers, nudging Sarah in the ribs. ‘Fucks sake, Sar, she’s staring at us again.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not . . . I wasn’t . . .’ but the lie tastes bitter on my tongue, because I was watching only not for the reasons they think. The air is hot and stuffy, the temperature outside a ridiculous twenty-nine degrees, but my face burns for a different reason. ‘I like your trainers.’ I manage to say, feebly. 
 
    ‘My trainers, she likes my trainers,’ Jenny squawks and they both reel off peals of laughter. ‘Get some and maybe we’ll let you come out with us.’ 
 
    An impossibility. I bend down, pretending to untie the laces on my own supermarket trainers, hiding my face as their attention turns to something else. 
 
    ‘Have you seen him? Fit as fuck,’ Sarah says, with a lewd swing of her hips. 
 
    ‘He’s too old for you.’ Jenny smirks. ‘He’s at least five years older than us . . . at least I don’t look like a child.’ They both glance in my direction, barely able to stifle their giggles. ‘He was definitely eyeing me up.’ 
 
    ‘He’s the PE teacher,’ Megan snaps, ‘I doubt he’s going to look at either of you. Come on, Becks.’ She grabs my arm and pulls me out of the changing room before I can embarrass her any further. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A knocking makes me jump, as Megan’s voice floats through the closed door. ‘Becky? Are you OK? Let me in.’ 
 
    I swipe my hands over my face and open the door. ‘I’m fine.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry . . . she’s such a bitch. Mum only invites her to keep her on side so that her mum and dad keep ploughing more money into the church fund. She’s in the choir too and she can’t even sing.’ 
 
    I smile, weak and flimsy. ‘It’s fine, honestly. I’ll be down in a minute.’ Closing the door, I run cold water over my wrists and splash my cheeks before stepping out into the empty hall. Only it isn’t empty. Owen is stepping out of Megan’s old bedroom, a lupine smile on his face as he says something in a low murmur, and I hear Evie’s gasp of laughter. The smile drops when he turns to see me standing outside the bathroom. 
 
    ‘What are you doing up here?’ My eyes go to the now closed bedroom door. 
 
    Owen smiles, spreading his hands wide. ‘Bathroom, and then I just popped in on Evie, see how she’s getting on.’ 
 
    ‘Really? That’s . . . appropriate, is it?’ I lift my chin, not taking my eyes off him. ‘To go into a teenage girl’s bedroom, uninvited?’ 
 
    Owen snorts, derisive and disbelieving. ‘Are you for real? I’m here as a guest. I was just checking on her, to make sure she doesn’t need any help with her revision.’ He steps past me, pushing his way into the bathroom he said he’d just used, and I pause for a second before I descend the stairs, the wolfish look on his face and Evie’s girlish laughter ringing in my ears. 
 
    Ignoring Megan’s frown, I straighten my shoulders and walk back into the kitchen, with barely a pause in the conversation at the table, Owen a few steps behind me. Stephen is holding court, all white, straight teeth and rich, deep laughter as I sit back in the empty chair beside him. He flashes me a smile and as I sit, I think I feel the brush of his fingers against my knee beneath the table, a feather-light touch that crackles against my skin. Gabe sits, silent and brooding across the table, and when we both reach for the wine bottle it tilts, moments away from spilling its contents across the table as our fingers clash. I take my hand away and let him pour me a glass. 
 
    ‘What are your plans while you’re here, Becky? Will you be staying at your mother’s house for long?’ Jenny’s voice is loud and brash, an underlying bite to her words. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure,’ I say dismissively, smoothing my napkin over my legs to hide the tremors in my fingers. ‘It’s been such a long time since I’ve been back here, I haven’t really made any decisions yet. There’s been a lot to process.’ Stephen’s fingers find mine under the table and I feel a shock of electricity run through me as he squeezes lightly, before drawing away. 
 
    ‘What about family? Work?’ Jenny presses. ‘Do you have a significant other who will be missing you? Megan says you’re a journalist. Surely you won’t want to be out of the loop for long.’ 
 
    ‘No significant other,’ I say, holding her gaze, determined not to look away. ‘And I’ll be working from here for a while, at least.’ 
 
    ‘Rebecca is working on a book,’ Stephen says, ‘a true crime book.’ 
 
    ‘Wow.’ Owen looks at me as if seeing me for the first time. ‘True crime? You’re going to be the next Ann Rule, are you? I can’t imagine you’d find a lot to write about on this island.’ His gaze settles on me, like oil on water, and I resist the overwhelming urge to look away. 
 
    ‘Really?’ Jenny sounds surprised. ‘I thought you just wrote puff pieces for the local newspaper.’ 
 
    ‘My first book was a Sunday Times bestseller,’ I say acidly, ‘and the publisher has high expectations for this one.’ I’ve waited so many years to be able to say that. ‘This time I’m focusing on female disappearances, abductions, that kind of thing.’ 
 
    ‘You always were a clever one,’ Gloria says proudly, while Jenny looks on, disdain etched onto her features. 
 
    ‘That sounds interesting,’ Matt, Jenny’s husband says. ‘You know there’s a girl on the island here who went missing, you know. She lived over the other side.’ 
 
    ‘Violet Monroe,’ I say, quietly. 
 
    ‘She didn’t go missing, she ran away,’ Megan says. ‘Even the police said she ran off.’ 
 
    ‘Her sister doesn’t think so,’ I say, ‘there was an article—’ 
 
    Gabe reaches for the water jug, knocking my glass with his elbow as he does. The wine glass totters for a moment, but before I can reach it, it falls, bouncing from the edge of the table to the floor below. ‘Shit,’ Gabe says, ‘sorry Gloria, do you have a cloth?’ 
 
    The conversation pauses as Gloria hurries to the kitchen for a cloth, Gabe apologising profusely as Owen takes the cloth from Gloria, waving away her protestations as he gets to his knees and scrubs at the marks left on the carpet. 
 
    ‘More wine?’ Stephen’s voice is soft in my ear, and I pass him my — thankfully intact — wine glass and he tops it up almost to the brim. 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ I smile, then turn to face Gabe, putting the spotlight firmly back on him. ‘What about you? What made you come to Kirton?’ 
 
    ‘I’m . . .’ he pauses, ‘errr . . . family, I guess. The same as you.’ 
 
    ‘You have family here?’ Megan sounds surprised. 
 
    ‘Kind of.’ Gabe shifts in his seat, his face suddenly closed off. He seems so different to the harried but helpful man I met in the village store a few days ago. ‘I’m staying with some family friends.’ 
 
    I open my mouth to ask who, but something on Gabe’s face makes me change my mind. Instead, I say, ‘how have you found it here on the island? Has it been easy to get work?’ I remember him saying that he hadn’t had the best welcome when he came to the island, apart from my mother. 
 
    ‘It can’t have been too hard,’ Megan says, ‘we’ve all been in dire need of a handy man ever since Jamie had to give up his business to run the ferry.’ She looks at me. ‘Tony Edgington passed. Who knew that a dog bite could lead to sepsis?’ 
 
    Gloria crosses herself the way my mother used to, and I feel that twinge of homesickness again, the idea of missing something that I hadn’t even realised was gone. Tony had run the ferry since before I was born. 
 
    ‘You know how it is, in a small place like Kirton,’ Gabe says, and when he raises his gaze to meet mine my heart stammers in my chest. There is something about him that feels odd. Off. As if the friendly guy in the store who paid for my shopping was an impostor, and this dark, surly stranger is the real Gabe. 
 
    ‘Gloria, this fish pie is wonderful,’ Owen says, ‘you absolutely must give me the recipe, or else I’ll be here every night for my supper.’ Gloria flushes pink with the compliment and the conversation turns back to the church, fundraising and what Gabe’s opinion is on repairs to the roof. I push the fish pie around my plate — it’s good, but not that good — aware all the time of Gabe’s eyes on me, and when Stephen gets to his feet and says he has to leave I take it as my cue to also make a hasty retreat. 
 
    Stephen waits at the end of the path to walk me home while Megan kisses me goodbye, leaning close as she speaks. 
 
    ‘Are you OK?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, fine.’ I lie. The wine has left a sour taste on my tongue and sparring with Jenny has left me drained and exhausted. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry about Jenny, dragging things up again.’ Megan’s face is serious in the last vestiges of the summer sunset. 
 
    ‘I’m not bothered about her.’ I’m more concerned by other guests at the table. ‘How well do you know Owen? He seems a bit . . . I saw him coming out of your old bedroom, when I went to use the bathroom. He said something about checking on Evie, but it just seemed a little—’ 
 
    ‘What? Becky, please. Don’t go making trouble again.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Owen,’ Megan hisses. ‘I saw the way you looked at him when he said he was a teacher at St Benedict’s. And now you’re insinuating things about him being in Evie’s room. I don’t want—’ 
 
    ‘Becky? Are you ready?’ Stephen’s voice wafts back on the soft evening breeze before I can ask Megan what she means. 
 
    ‘Coming!’ I call back, before embracing Megan. ‘Thank you for this evening. We’ll talk later, OK?’ 
 
    Reaching my door, I say a distracted goodnight to Stephen and head inside, my mind so full of Owen and his odd behaviour, that I don’t see the small package on the doorstep until I almost stub my toe on it. A dark, rectangular block in the dusky twilight, I stoop to pick it up, my heart racing as I feel its hefty weight. It’s a brick, wrapped in paper. Goosebumps sprout on my bare arms despite the warmth of the evening air as I unwrap it, my hand going to my mouth as I reach the harsh words scrawled across the white page in thick black Sharpie. 
 
      
 
    LEAVE OR ELSE 
 
    NO ONE WANTS YOU HERE. 
 
      
 
    Hands shaking, I drop the brick and scrabble for my key, jamming it into the door and slamming it closed behind me, before I go to the large sitting room window and peer out into the night. There is no one there, but even so I still feel it, the prickle of eyes, watching me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Standing in front of my mother’s wardrobe, the faded scent of her hangs in the morning air. The sun is barely up, but the promise of another scorching hot day drifts in on the warm breeze through the open bedroom window, and I feel that oppressive ripple of déjà vu, the feeling that I have been here before. I have barely slept; a sour, sick nausea rolling in my stomach every time I think of the brick, and the spite that emanated from the scrawled black words on the paper that wrapped it. Shaking it away, I pull open the doors, closing my eyes as the scent of my mother’s perfume grows stronger. Megan had offered to come over and help me clear my mother’s wardrobe after work, but her comment as I was leaving the dinner still rankles. Don’t cause trouble. That’s the last thing I want, but there was something about Owen as he stood in the doorway to Megan’s old bedroom, Evie’s laughter behind him hushed and girlish, that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. 
 
    Now, I picture Stephen at Gloria’s table last night. He had felt like my only ally, and against my better judgement I feel a tickle of admiration. He had been the perfect dinner guest, the epitome of this charming man. Where conversation had filtered off, stilted and awkward at points, Stephen had managed to revive it — he had talked about the pub quiz, the summer festival, charity work he had done back on the mainland — when Gloria had asked him more he had said that he worked with a charity in London for years and would bring whatever he could to the table to help with the church fund raising, leaving Gloria flushed and pink-cheeked with appreciation. He had made sure our glasses were kept full, asked Father Joe about his plans for the choir concert at the end of July, and I can’t forget the electricity that fired through my veins when he squeezed my hand. 
 
    Owen, on the other hand . . . on the surface I can’t really fault his behaviour. I can’t describe the aversion I feel towards him, but it’s nothing to do with him being a teacher, no matter what Megan may think. On the surface he seems every bit as charming as Stephen — if not more so — but there is something not quite right. False, as if it’s a veneer and the real man underneath is something altogether darker. I can’t put my finger on what it is — while Gabe quite obviously didn’t want to be there, Owen behaved as if he was pleased to be invited, slickly charming and almost overwhelmingly appreciative. I think of the way his eyes crawled over me as he spoke, and I struggle to resist a shudder. Smarmy, I think, that’s what Owen is. Smarmy, with a sense of entitlement. Stephen may be less obviously charming, but he gives off an entirely different vibe. Stephen is chatty and interested without being slimy, and he seems genuinely interested in what I have to say. As for Gabe — I got the feeling that despite his initial friendliness, he may not necessarily be an ally. 
 
    Gabe’s face had changed as I said Violet’s name last night, becoming guarded and wary, and I remember the way his hand had sent my glass tumbling to the floor; a perfect distraction from the conversation. My stomach swoops and I feel it again, the low tug of anticipation that tells me I’m on to a story. 
 
    Moving to the window, I open it wider, allowing the cooler sea breeze in and embracing the sound of the waves crashing along the shoreline. Taking a deep breath, I begin to remove hangers from the closet, a barrage of memories washing over me as I neatly fold the clothes into piles on the bed. The jumper my mother always wore in the evenings, when winter arrived and the weather was wild and squally, a biting wind that cut to the bone. Her favourite scarf, with a smudge of her coral red lipstick still staining the edge of the fabric. A red skirt, with a white trim, that I last saw pooled around her legs as she slumped to the floor, Father Joe standing over her as he broke the awful news about my father. It’s too much, and I throw the skirt onto the bed without folding it, knowing I won’t give it to the charity shop. The idea of seeing someone else wearing it is unbearable. Instead, I turn my attention to the bottom of the wardrobe, to the shoeboxes stacked there. Most of them contain heels that she never wore, one contains a pair of ankle boots that I would have definitely stolen from her as a teenager if I’d known she had them, but the final one, shoved right to the back, feels different when I lift it out. Bulkier. Heavier, somehow. 
 
    Folding my legs beneath me, I find a comfortable position and slowly open the box. Photographs slide out on to the floor, and I fumble to save them, scooping them into a thick pile. As I start to flip through them, my heart grows heavy. They are all of me. My throat thickens and I blink, my eyes stinging. I am a baby, cradled in my dad’s arms, I am five, in my stiff new school uniform, I am nine, wearing rainbow-coloured roller skates, my arms stretched wide — almost as wide as the grin on my face — for balance. I am twelve, a scowl of concentration on my face, holding up a fish almost half the size of me, my dad’s boat in the background. I still remember it now, the feeling of pride as I reeled it in, my dad next to me shouting words of encouragement. And then, I am eighteen. My stomach flips as I hold the photo closer to my face, scanning my printed features for any sign of what was to come. My arm is slung casually over Megan’s shoulder, my lips sticky with Juicy Tube lip gloss. My hair is lightened by the sun, as we lean against the harbour wall, Megan’s freckles covered by a layer of slightly too dark foundation. We both wear strappy dresses, Megan leaning into me, unsteady on her heels. The night of Megan’s eighteenth. The night that everything changed. I slide the photo to the back of the pile, unsure why my mother would have kept it. Because it was the last time she caught me smiling? Or because it was the last photo taken of me before I left? 
 
    I brush my hands over the denim of my shorts as if wiping away those traces of the past and turn my attention back to the shoebox. There is more beneath the pile of photos, only this time it looks like letters. I take the top one and unfold it, my breath sticking in my throat as I see my own handwriting. It’s the letter I wrote to my mother, the day I started working for the small digital news site in London. I scan my own loopy hand, remembering as I do the way I had laboured over the letter, picking every word carefully so that she knew that it didn’t matter that she hadn’t forgiven me. I was a success. I had gone to London, got my degree, and got a step on the ladder into the career I was destined for. I didn’t need her, or Kirton. The ink has run in places, with splotches rendering some of the words illegible. The splotches look like tear stains. Placing the thin paper to one side, regret tugging somewhere deep inside, I take out the next sheet. It’s a printout of the first article I wrote for the news site. Some drivelly, filler piece about a brawl at a car boot sale of all things. There is no picture on the by line, but my name is there in bold, black lettering. The paper is worn, soft in the creases made by my mother’s fingers and I imagine her taking it out, rereading it, showing Gloria and Jenny Milne’s mum when she went to book club. I lay it on top of the letter, and return to the shoebox, pulling out the last of the papers inside. They are letters, all unopened this time. My name is written across the front in my mother’s stiff, upright lettering, the address on them the one I lived at when I first moved to London. A shitty bedsit in Islington, with damp walls and a permanent smell of cigarette smoke and Pot Noodles. Scrawled across every single one in bright red biro is NOT KNOWN AT THIS ADDRESS. Scrabbling for my own letter to her, I pull it out and re-read it, noticing immediately that although every sentence had been painstakingly agonised over, I had forgotten to put my new address at the top. The job at the news site had meant that I had been able to get a slightly less shitty bedsit closer to London Bridge, and I hadn’t even thought to tell my own mother. There are maybe twenty or thirty letters in the bundle, all of them scrawled over in red pen. She did care, after all. Grief overwhelms me and, unable to read them, I lay the letters back in the box and move to the bed where I bury my face in the skirt she was wearing when she heard about my dad, the smell of her perfume still clinging to it, and I cry until there are no tears left. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Later, when the sun is high in the sky and the bedroom is thick with heat, I close the lid of the shoebox and move it back into the bottom of the wardrobe. The box is heavy in my hands, even though it is only half full, and part of me wonders whether it’s the added weight of my mother’s memories that makes it feel that way. Heading into the bathroom I splash cold water on my face, gasping as it hits my skin and pour a glass of water into the tooth mug on the shelf. I feel hungover, but I don’t know if it is the wine I drank on an empty stomach last night, or grief. Glancing out of the window, I see the sun has begun its descent, although the heat outside is still fierce, the grass scorched and brown, and Stephen is stepping out of his car. Suddenly thirsty for company, I open the window wide and call his name. 
 
    ‘Becky?’ He looks up at the house in confusion, smiling when he sees me waving frantically from the bathroom window. ‘Are you OK? Did you get locked in?’ 
 
    ‘Not quite. I wanted to see if you wanted to come over for a drink?’ 
 
    He glances at his watch. ‘I’ll be up in five minutes.’ 
 
    Turning I look in the bathroom mirror, the glass spotted with age, and run my hands through my hair. My eyes are puffy from crying, and a crease winds its way along my cheek, from the fabric of my mother’s skirt. I soak the flannel that hangs on the sink and press the cold fabric to my eyes, before fumbling in the bathroom cabinet for the make-up bag I left there. I am just brushing mascara onto my lashes, when movement catches my eye, and I turn, jumping out of my skin to see Stephen at the top of the stairs. 
 
    ‘My God, you scared me.’ I give a shaky laugh, pressing my hand to my chest. 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ He leans against the doorframe, and I see he has changed into a t-shirt and shorts. He smells fresh, that same citrusy, woody scent. ‘I called out downstairs and there was no reply, so then I really did begin to think you were locked in the bathroom.’ He pulls a tiny screwdriver from his back pocket. ‘I even came prepared.’ 
 
    A laugh erupts, and I press my hand to my mouth. ‘Thank you — I wasn’t stuck though.’ I am absurdly pleased to see him, but I feel a pang of something that might be fear, if not caution at the very least. The last time I felt this way was when I met Asa, and that ended horribly. ‘I’ve been sorting through some of my mother’s things. It’s been . . . emotional.’ 
 
    Stephen’s eyes go to the open door across the hallway. ‘You look as though you could use some help.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no.’ I flap a hand dismissively, horribly aware that I have one naked eye, and the other is heavy with clumpy mascara, but Stephen is already striding into my mother’s room. He turns back and grins at me. 
 
    ‘You finish whatever it is you’re doing in there, and I’ll start folding, OK?’ 
 
    ‘OK.’ The butterflies in my stomach settle as I turn back to the mirror, the house feeling suddenly a lot more welcoming. 
 
    * * * 
 
    We fold and sort together, with Stephen holding up various items for me to check whether they are for keeping or throwing. My mother seems to have had an entire wardrobe of beautiful vintage clothes hidden away that I’ve never seen before. 
 
    ‘Look at this,’ I hold up a fringed tan waistcoat. ‘It’s beautiful, and I never saw her wear it.’ 
 
    ‘Keep it?’ Stephen looks at me critically. 
 
    ‘No,’ I sigh, throwing it into the charity shop pile. I have only kept the red skirt so far, everything else has gone into a bag for the charity shop, or a separate bag to be thrown away. ‘I don’t have room in London to keep everything.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the last of it.’ Stephen shoves a yellow t-shirt that I remember she wore for cleaning into the bag. ‘Wardrobe and chest of drawers clear.’ Stephen swipes a hand over his forehead. The room has cooled as the sun has got lower in the sky but it’s still stifling in here. 
 
    ‘Beer?’ 
 
    ‘I reckon.’ Stephen stoops to pick up the bag of clothes to be thrown away. ‘Let me get rid of these for you. It’s painful enough for you, without having to actually throw her things in a dustbin.’ 
 
    I let him carry the bag downstairs, and then I head to the kitchen and pop the tops from two cold bottles of beer. Stephen raises his bottle in a cheers gesture, and then throws himself down into one of the kitchen chairs, and without asking him if he wants to stay, I fill a pot with water to boil pasta. 
 
    ‘Work?’ Stephen reaches for the notepad on the table, pausing as he flicks idly through the pages. 
 
    ‘Notes,’ I say, as I chop tomatoes. ‘Nothing interesting, at least not yet.’ I want to move the papers out of his reach, but my hands are covered with tomato seeds. ‘I don’t usually let anyone look at my work. Not even notes.’ 
 
    ‘Shit, sorry.’ Stephen pushes the notepad away, looking sheepish. ‘That was really rude of me. Becky, I’m sorry. I’m just used to reading over whatever piece of paper comes my way . . . you know, teacher’s reports, looking over essays for some of the older kids. Force of habit.’ 
 
    ‘It’s fine.’ I keep my eyes on the knife in my hand as I chop and slice, feeling like a snippy bitch for even mentioning it. 
 
    ‘Why don’t you tell me about it instead?’ Stephen leans back in the chair, crossing one ankle over his knee. ‘I know you said you’re working on something to do with true crime and women, but can you talk about it?’ He pauses for a second. ‘I saw your face when Matt mentioned the girl on the island who disappeared last year.’ 
 
    I lower the knife, throwing the chopped tomatoes in a pan with some garlic and basil. Wiping my hands on a tea towel I grab my beer and come to sit opposite him at the table, moving the notes discreetly out of reach. 
 
    ‘I don’t know much about her yet, to be honest,’ I say. The beer is cold as I sip it, and I feel some of the heat of the day slide away. ‘The first I heard of Violet was a newspaper article just before I left London and I felt that I had to write about her. I don’t know of anyone else who vanished from here before — it’s such a close-knit community. I mean, people leave, and sometimes we don’t always know where they ended up, but nine times out of ten, they usually come back.’ 
 
    My words hang uncomfortably in the air for a second, as I realise that I have just described myself. ‘Anyway,’ I say, ‘even if I had heard about her, I probably wouldn’t have thought to include her, if I hadn’t seen the article. Although everyone else seems to have her pegged as a runaway, her sister is adamant that she wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye. She’s convinced something more sinister has happened to her.’ 
 
    ‘And what do you think?’ 
 
    ‘No idea.’ I drain my bottle and go to the fridge for two more. ‘Maybe she did simply run away — who knows what happened? But there’s something about this that’s got under my skin . . . Violet has got under my skin. Where is she? Someone must have seen something that day. I want . . . I need to know Violet’s story.’ 
 
    Stephen watches me as I open the beer and hand one to him, his eyes never leaving my face. I feel it again, that jolt of electricity that sparks in my veins, fierce and white hot, as he wraps his fingers around my wrist and pulls me gently to sit in the chair next to him. ‘Where do you even start with all that?’ he asks. ‘I mean, I wouldn’t have the first idea about how to find out about missing people.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose I’ve had a bit of training, with working as a journalist. That has definitely helped with the research on this book. I guess I just go back to the source. In this case, I think I need to go to where Violet was living.’ 
 
    Stephen sits up. ‘The traveller camp?’ 
 
    ‘Her sister still lives there,’ I say. ‘I think my first step should be to go and speak to her sister and find out exactly what she thinks happened — she was pretty adamant in the newspaper report that she doesn’t believe Violet would run away. Why is she so certain?’ 
 
    Stephen shrugs, taking a sip of his beer. ‘It’s hard to say — teenagers don’t seem to think the same way we do.’ He smiles, before growing serious. ‘Are you sure it’s a good idea to go over to the camp? I mean, they’re not the friendliest bunch over there, and they are pretty exclusive. I’ve had a couple of run-ins with some of the parents, and let’s just say they weren’t exactly pleased to hear from me.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but you’re the wicked headmaster,’ I tease, ‘I’m just a girl writing a book, and hoping I can find them some resolution.’ 
 
    ‘That’s if they even want it. Becky, some of the . . . people over there, they’re not nice people. And they don’t seem to take kindly to strangers.’ 
 
    I feel my conviction fade slightly. ‘I have to go, Stephen. If nothing else, I at least have to tell Violet’s sister that I’m going to write about her.’ The smell of smoke fills the air and I leap from my chair. ‘Shit! The sauce!’ 
 
    I manage to salvage the pasta, although the sauce does have a distinctly chargrilled flavour about it, and Stephen hums appreciatively as I lay a plate in front of him. 
 
    ‘I didn’t come expecting dinner. It’s a pleasant surprise to have dinner with you two nights in a row, although,’ he says, loading his fork, ‘I thought I was coming to rescue you from your bathroom.’ 
 
    ‘Funny.’ I roll my eyes at him. ‘Speaking of dinner, tell me about Owen.’ 
 
    ‘Owen? What about him?’ 
 
    ‘How long has he worked at the school? It feels strange to be here and see so many unfamiliar faces.’ There was a time when I knew just about everybody on the island. 
 
    ‘Couple of years? He’s a nice guy. Quite popular with some of the lads, although some of the girls don’t seem too keen.’ 
 
    ‘Really? Why?’ I think of the way his eyes raked over me, the shifty sensation he gave off as he stood outside Megan’s old bedroom. 
 
    ‘Maybe because he can be quite passionate about what he teaches, and not all of the girls are like Evie — some of them are just biding their time until they leave. Plus, you know, there are always comments about male teachers, it comes with the job.’ 
 
    I drop my fork back into my half-eaten pasta, suddenly losing my appetite. 
 
    ‘What did you think of him?’ 
 
    I sigh, not sure if I should be honest. Stephen waits, pushing his own empty plate away. ‘I thought he was a little creepy,’ I say eventually, holding back on mentioning seeing him upstairs. ‘Nothing I could put my finger on, but he just seemed a little . . . intense.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a nice guy, I promise. A little over the top sometimes, but most of the women at work are under his spell — he works a pretty mean charm offensive.’ He rolls his eyes good-naturedly. ‘I’ve worked with him for a while and he’s a good teacher.’ Stephen checks his watch. ‘Sorry Becky, I hate to eat and run, but I have a ton of work to get done before tomorrow. I really should get home.’ 
 
    ‘God, sorry.’ I push my chair back and get to my feet. ‘It was only supposed to be a quick drink. Thank you though, for helping with my mother’s things.’ 
 
    I see him to the door, and once over the threshold he turns back to me. ‘Are you really going to go to the traveller camp tomorrow?’ 
 
    I nod. ‘I want to speak to Violet’s sister, to see why she’s so sure that Violet didn’t run away.’ 
 
    Stephen looks me over, running his eyes over my hair, my cheeks, settling on my lips. ‘Then be very, very careful.’ He leans in and I hold my breath, a slow burn of desire flickering to life. ‘I quite like having a neighbour. Someone close by to keep an eye on — even if you’re not the best chef I’ve ever met.’ 
 
    He pulls away and I let out a gasp of laughter as he drops me a wink, before stooping to collect the bag of my mother’s things and setting off down the sea path towards his own house. As he stops at the end of the path, turning back to wave in the dusky twilight, I know that given the opportunity, I will one hundred per cent go to bed with him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Rather than walk through the village and follow the Old Lighthouse Road around the far side of the island, I cut through the hills that separate my house from the western side, hoping to save some time and avoid bumping into anyone. I hear the camp before I see it. As I make my way across the hillside, stumbling slightly over the uneven ground as gorse and heather scratch at my ankles, the sound of dogs barking drifts towards me on the slight summer breeze. Pausing to get my bearings, I pull out a water bottle from my bag and take a hefty swig. The sun is fierce overhead, glinting on the waves to my left, the lighthouse a familiar landmark on the outcrop below. Ahead of me, in a dip in the valley, white caravans dot the green, and I see movement on the land. Making my way down slowly, my first impression is one of isolation, despite the signs of life. A small fire burns between two caravans, and a washing line is strung between them, towels and children’s clothes drying in the sun. The barking is louder now I am closer, and I pull back as two German Shepherds run past, their fur dusty and slightly matted. Two women stand in the doorway of a caravan, one older, her hair tied up in a scarf as she rests a basket on her hip, the other is younger and she hefts the weight of a toddler on her own hip, her face fully made up. She can’t be more than seventeen. 
 
    ‘Hi,’ I say, with a cautious smile. ‘I’m looking for Ivy.’ I realise I don’t know if Ivy is married, if she has the same surname as Violet. ‘Ivy . . . Monroe? Do you know where I can find her?’ 
 
    ‘What do ye want with Ivy?’ The older woman asks, hostile and stony, as the younger woman stares at me in fascination. I find my hand straying to my hair, smoothing down the wisps that escape from my French plait. 
 
    ‘I just wanted to have a chat with her. Nothing serious.’ I smile, as if to prove I am no threat. 
 
    ‘She’s over there,’ the younger woman pipes up, gesturing to a caravan towards the back of the site, slightly apart from the others. ‘That grey one.’ 
 
    ‘Lydia.’ The older woman scowls at her.  
 
    ‘Is Ivy expecting ye?’ 
 
    I pause for a moment, tasting salt on my lower lip. ‘Yes,’ I say eventually, the lie snagging on my tongue. ‘She is.’ 
 
    There is a heavy pause. ‘OK then. Over there, like Lydia said.’ The older woman nudges Lydia, and they both step inside the caravan, slamming the door closed in my face. 
 
    I let out a breath and make my way towards the back of the site, drawing curious glances as I do. Children scatter as I pass, some of them pausing in their playing to watch me, their faces smudged with dirt and something sticky. An empty crisp packet blows past, and my feet slow as I pass a mildly dilapidated barn, the windows grimy with dirt, a padlock swinging from the thickly bolted door. A worn path of dry leaves and sandy dirt leads to the doors, a jumbled pile of broken tiles and bricks piled against the faded timber. Curiosity burns, and I step closer, my feet crunching on the dry bracken underfoot as I peer towards the smeared glass. 
 
    ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ Two men round the corner, both wearing farrier aprons, and I become aware of the smell of horse shit on the air. One has a cigarette clamped between his teeth, his head wreathed in blue smoke, his eyes hard. ‘Get away from there.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ I hold my hands up and step away, hurrying back onto the worn rut that serves as a path. Their footsteps crunch over the dry leaves behind me, and I pick up the pace, feeling the weight of their gaze on my retreating back. As I reach Ivy’s caravan, one of them walks hurriedly back the way I came, towards the entrance to the site, but I keep my eyes on the steps to Ivy’s van. 
 
    Ivy’s home seems to be set in a sort of alcove in the trees, a slight gap just big enough for one caravan setting her apart from the main camp. A Shetland pony, white with tan splotches all over its body, is tethered to a tree behind the van, its belly plump and swollen, its mane shiny and glossy. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ A woman appears at the door of the caravan, her brow furrowing as she looks me over. ‘Can I help you?’ She is maybe twenty-one, slim with dark-blonde hair and green eyes. She wears white shorts and a green vest, and behind her I can see a chubby toddler in a highchair. 
 
    ‘Are you Ivy Monroe?’ 
 
    ‘Boswell now, but yeah I was Monroe.’ She peers at me suspiciously. 
 
    ‘My name is Rebecca Gannon.’ I shift awkwardly on the narrow step, the metal bars digging into the soles of my feet. ‘I’m a writer and a journalist. I wondered if I could speak to you about your sister, Violet?’ 
 
    Ivy presses a hand to her mouth, and for a brief moment I think she’s going to throw me off the camp. ‘You came,’ she says eventually, shaking her head. ‘I didn’t know if you would, but I hoped . . . I tried to speak to the newspapers, but nobody really wanted to hear what I had to say.’ 
 
    ‘You sent me the article about Violet?’ 
 
    Ivy nods. ‘A friend was reading your book, and I saw that you found out what was happening to those girls, what Robin Becker was doing to them. I thought maybe you could help me, maybe you could find out what happened to Violet.’ 
 
    I glance behind me, to where the other man still watches us from the barn. He raises his hand to his mouth, before letting out a plume of smoke. ‘Is there any chance I could come in?’ Ivy follows my gaze, then stands to one side. ‘Yeah, come inside.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Inside, the caravan is cool thanks to the shade of the trees, and it is spotlessly clean. Ivy makes tea, as the baby in the highchair alternates between studying me and bashing the tray of the chair with a plastic spoon. 
 
    ‘Hush now.’ Ivy takes the spoon from him and lifts him from the chair, placing him gently on the floor, before turning to hand me a cup of scalding hot tea. 
 
    ‘Thanks. Ivy, I’ll just get straight to the point. The article you sent intrigued me. My next book is about female disappearances, abductions, and how cases can be blown open by the public. I want to find out what Violet’s story really is.’ 
 
    Ivy blinks rapidly and looks down at her hands. ‘That’s what I want too. To know what happened to Violet. She’s my baby sister and even I feel like I don’t know her story, when I should. I should know where she is, what she’s doing.’ 
 
    I set the tea down, out of reach of the baby. ‘Look Ivy, I grew up on this island. I understand how it feels to want to get away from here . . . but you’re adamant that Violet didn’t run away. So, what do you think happened?’ 
 
    Ivy sighs, watching her son as he staggers towards a toy box in the corner. ‘I don’t know. But I don’t think she ran away; Violet wasn’t like that. Before she left . . . she didn’t want this life, but she didn’t not want it enough to leave like that. Not without telling me.’ When she raises her eyes to mine, I see they are damp. ‘She wouldn’t have gone without telling me.’ There is a shrill chirp from her pocket, and she pulls out a mobile phone. ‘I have to answer this.’ 
 
    I try not to listen as she answers with a quick hello, but it’s difficult not to in the small space. The baby has pulled out a plastic xylophone and is hitting the keys with the wrong end of the mallet, so I slide onto my knees, and gently turn it in his hand for him. 
 
    ‘I haven’t forgotten,’ Ivy is saying, the faintest hint of irritation in her voice. ‘Brendan, I said I haven’t forgotten. I’ll go to town and buy some in a minute, OK? OK. See you later.’ A pause. ‘Love you too.’ She hangs up and turns to me, an apology on her lips. 
 
    I pull out my phone, finding the Dictaphone app. ‘Do you mind if I record our conversation? It’s just for my notes, that’s all. No one else will hear it.’ 
 
    Ivy shrugs. ‘Record it if you want, I’ve nothing to hide. You heard me on the phone, just now?’ She waits until I nod. ‘This is what Violet didn’t want.’ Ivy gets on to her knees too, and we both fuss with the baby. ‘She was a good girl. She was brilliant at school. Our dad wanted her to finish when she was fourteen, but she wouldn’t. She loved it, spent every minute she could there, just soaking it all up, you know? She didn’t want to be married, with a baby, getting phone calls from her husband telling her not to forget the meat he wants for his dinner.’ There is a bitter note to her voice. 
 
    ‘Is that what was going to happen to her?’ I ask gently, but Ivy gets to her feet, scooping the baby into her arms. ‘Was Violet seeing anyone?’ 
 
    Ivy shakes her head. ‘Maybe. I don’t know. Some of the others, the girls you know? They said she had a boyfriend on the mainland, but I don’t know about that.’ She looks at me, desperation on her face. ‘She never mentioned him to me. She would have told me. She told me everything, we were close. Closer than close. I was her best friend, she was mine.’ 
 
    ‘What about the police? Were they called? How far did they look into things?’ 
 
    Ivy lets out a bitter huff of laughter. ‘Are you kidding? I called them, of course I did when she didn’t come home, and they came out here. They spoke to my dad, to some of the others, and once they heard what they had to say the police weren’t interested. Because some of the girls mentioned about a boyfriend, they told me she was a runaway, and as she had turned eighteen there was nothing they could do.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re certain . . .’ I falter, not sure how to word it. ‘You’re certain that if Violet thought she might end up married, pregnant . . . that she wouldn’t have just run away from it all? Whether she had a boyfriend on the mainland or not?’ 
 
    ‘No, she wouldn’t,’ Ivy says with conviction. ‘Firstly, I don’t even know how Violet would get a boyfriend on the mainland — we don’t leave the camp, not really. Lots of the others do — they travel, go over to the mainland regularly — but we’ve been settled here for a long time. And secondly,’ she looks down fondly at the little boy in her arms, ‘Cory was only just three months old when Violet disappeared. Violet dotes on him — even if she wanted to leave the island, she wouldn’t have left him. Not without saying goodbye.’ 
 
    On the surface, Violet could have left of her own accord. I mean, I left, and I never looked back, until now. But there is something about the certainty in Ivy’s voice that gives me a hint of doubt. Something in the way she is so completely adamant that makes me think perhaps Ivy is right, and Violet didn’t leave to run away with a boyfriend. After all, isn’t Ivy the one who knew her best? 
 
    ‘So, what do you think really happened? Can you tell me a little bit—’ Before I can complete the question, the caravan door flies open, and Gabe Kelly stands in the doorway, dishevelled and sweaty, panting slightly. 
 
    ‘Ivy?’ His eyes go from Ivy to me. ‘Rebecca. What are you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘I was just—’ 
 
    ‘She was talking to me about Violet,’ Ivy says, lifting her chin. ‘Finally, someone wants to listen to me.’ 
 
    ‘They told me you had a visitor,’ Gabe says, before he turns to me. ‘Come on, Rebecca. Time to go.’ Even as he stands to one side, gesturing for me to leave, he fills the available space in the caravan. 
 
    ‘Gabe, I only just got here.’ 
 
    ‘And now it’s time to go. Ivy, say goodbye.’ 
 
    Ivy glares at Gabe, and I can’t read the look on her face. ‘See you later, Rebecca.’ 
 
    ‘Ivy . . .’ I push a smile onto my face. ‘Thank you for seeing me. I’ll be in touch.’ 
 
    Ivy gives a wan smile and Gabe grasps me by the elbow, not letting go once we are outside of the caravan, the door closing tight behind us. 
 
    ‘Gabe, let go of me.’ I try to pull away, but he grips me tighter, grimacing at the two farriers who have commenced their stares. 
 
    ‘That’s it, Gabe,’ one calls as we pass. ‘Get rid of her.’ 
 
    Gabe doesn’t speak to me as he pulls me along, faster than my legs can manage towards the entrance to the site. Once my feet reach the hillside on the outskirts, he drops my elbow. ‘Don’t come back, Rebecca.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ I rub at my elbow; sure his fingers will have left a bruise. ‘Gabe, I haven’t done anything wrong! I just wanted to speak to Ivy about her sister, that’s all. It’s research for my book.’ 
 
    ‘Rebecca, I said stay away.’ Gabe comes close to me, and I feel my pulse start to thud in my ears. If he wanted to hurt me, he could, and no one would come to my defence. ‘You’re not wanted here, OK?’ 
 
    ‘Gabe, I . . .’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He puts his face close to mine, so close I can feel the warmth of his breath on my cheeks. ‘Mind your business, Rebecca. The last thing anyone wants is you going around, stirring things up. Now, stay on your own side of the island and leave us alone.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hurrying back over the hillside on shaking legs, I stumble and trip over loose stones and earth mounds as my minds runs frantically over my exchange with Gabe. Any trace of the warm, genial man I met in the village store has vanished, and he seemed almost unrecognisable. The skin at my elbow feels bruised and sore, and I slow as I make my way back towards the village, relieved to have put some space between me and the frosty, hostile welcome I received at the camp. Maybe Stephen was right and approaching the people Violet lived with was a bad idea. I pull out my phone, checking that the recording is saved; relieved to see it is still there. 
 
    ‘Oi.’ I look up, realising I am standing a few metres away from the village shop and a man is approaching me. ‘You’ve got some nerve coming back here, you know that?’ 
 
    ‘Liam. I’m sorry . . . my mother . . .’ My tongue is tied, the words tangling in my mouth. He looks so like Marcus. The way I imagine Marcus would have looked if he was in his thirties. 
 
    ‘Your mother?’ Liam says, with a sneer. ‘My mother has never recovered from what you did, you know that? And I’ll tell you something else, I’ll get rid of you if it’s the last thing I do. You should never have shown your face back here.’ 
 
    ‘Liam, stop.’ Sarah appears, her hand wrapping around his arm. She glares at me. ‘Get out of here, go on. Come on, Liam, come inside. She’s not worth it.’ 
 
    Liam gives me a hard stare before allowing Sarah to lead him back inside the store, but I get the feeling that he isn’t done. That there is plenty more he wants to say to me if he gets the chance. 
 
    ‘Becky! Wait!’ Evie looks both ways, and then runs across the road to catch me up. She slows to a walk as she reaches me, then throws her arms around me in a hug. She smells like honeysuckle, and salt, and a little like the antiseptic smell you get in schools. ‘Are you OK?’ She glances behind her towards the shop. ‘I saw Liam Rose come out and give you a mouthful. What was all that about?’ 
 
    ‘No idea,’ I lie, tucking my arm in hers. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be at school?’ 
 
    ‘It’s nearly the end of term,’ she laughs, ‘I’m supposed to be doing some independent study, but I think they just can’t be bothered to teach us.’ 
 
    A memory comes back to me of spending my study periods in the library, helping Mrs Stone, because Megan either had a lesson or was off doing something else. She’d been a bit secretive that year, and I had teased her about having a secret boyfriend before she confessed that she was having extra tutoring, afraid of being left behind. When the library was closed, I would hang around on the field, watching Jenny and Sarah as they danced around the PE teacher in their slightly too small PE shirts, learning the last thing on their minds. 
 
    ‘Study periods. Of course.’ I smile, shaking the memories away. ‘So, do you need to go back or is this it for the day?’ 
 
    ‘This is me for the day.’ Evie turns her face up to the sun. ‘I’m going home to sit in the garden and work on my tan — I mean study, obviously. Do you want to come over?’ 
 
    I go to shake my head, but she gives me a wheedling smile. ‘Come on, please come over. Mum only works a half-day on a Tuesday, so she’ll be around all afternoon, nagging at me. She’s nicer to me when you’re around.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t believe your mum is a nag.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, she is, trust me. So, come over?’ Evie cocks her head on one side, looking so like Megan at that age that it almost takes my breath away. I have missed seeing this girl grow up, and it’s all my own fault. If I had stayed, then maybe I would be her godmother, I would have babysat her so Megan and Mickey could go on date nights, she would have confided in me and asked my advice. 
 
    ‘Don’t you want to go and hang out at the beach with your friends?’ 
 
    ‘Nah.’ Evie shakes her head, her hair falling over her face, so it hides her expression. 
 
    ‘OK then. I’ll come back with you. You can teach me what all the cool kids are up to.’ 
 
    Evie looks at me in mock horror. ‘Don’t ever say that again.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Evie pours us both huge glasses of lemonade, and I follow her out into Megan’s immaculate garden. It’s small, but well cared for, and a damn sight nicer to sit in than my mother’s wildly overgrown space. Evie plops down onto a sun lounger and whips her t-shirt over her head, revealing a tiny, bright blue bikini top. I gingerly lower myself on to the lounger next to her, feeling distinctly frumpy in my denim shorts and baggy white t-shirt. 
 
    ‘So, you like school then?’ I say, not sure how to start a conversation with a teenager. Evie has covered her eyes with huge, dark sunglasses, and she lays back on the lounger with her face to the sky. 
 
    ‘Meh. It’s OK. I want to just get finished and get out there, you know.’ She turns to face me, her eyes still hidden. ‘You must know. I mean, you got out, you went to London.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I know,’ I say quietly. ‘So you want to leave?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Evie says. ‘You won’t tell my mum though, will you? She wouldn’t understand. She never even goes to the mainland — Mia Rose’s mum takes her to London every September before school starts to buy her a whole new wardrobe.’ 
 
    I remember Sarah Clarke — Rose — being taken to London by her mother every September too. How very traditional. ‘London is scary when you first arrive,’ I warn her. ‘It’s easy to get lost — to lose yourself — in a big city like that. It’s nothing like living on the island.’ 
 
    Evie turns her face back towards the sun. ‘That’s exactly what I want. To be someone different, not just Evie Brazil. If I go to London, I can be whoever I want.’ 
 
    I can relate to every word she says. After all, isn’t that what I wanted when I left? To be someone completely different? ‘Your mum would be devastated, let alone your gran and your dad.’ 
 
    ‘Mum’s not as perfect as she makes out,’ Evie says, ‘and Dad would love it if I made a success of myself. He once told me he never planned on coming back here after college. But he did, so . . .’ 
 
    ‘What do you want to do?’ I ask, ‘when you go?’ 
 
    ‘I want to be a journalist like you,’ Evie says with a grin, and I get an awful sinking feeling in my chest. ‘I want to chase down stories and make sure they get told. Mr Murphy says I’m a natural writer, he thinks I’ll get an A in my English exam.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Murphy? Owen Murphy? He teaches you English?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘What do you think of him?’ I try to sound nonchalant, but it clearly doesn’t work as Evie turns to me, lowering her sunglasses. 
 
    ‘Why? Don’t tell me you fancy him? Mum definitely does, even though she won’t admit it.’ 
 
    ‘No! No. Definitely not.’ The thought of Owen’s hands on me makes my skin crawl. ‘I wondered what he was like, after meeting him at your gran’s dinner the other night. Is he strict?’ I picture the way he had watched Stephen at the table, as closely as he had watched me, as if committing his mannerisms to memory. 
 
    ‘Sort of. Not really. Not like Mum is. At least I can actually talk to him about stuff without getting screamed at. Some of the other girls think he’s a bit weird. But I like him.’ Evie smirks, a familiar twist of the lips that I saw on Jenny Milne’s face so many times. 
 
    A door slams, and Evie opens her mouth to say something to me, but before she can speak, Megan appears at the edge of the garden. ‘Bloody hell Evie, you could have cleared away the breakfast things for me . . . oh, Becky. Hi.’ She steps out into the sunlight, one hand shielding her eyes. ‘So hot, isn’t it? I’ll be glad when the weather breaks. What are you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘Evie invited me for a drink. I bumped into her, and we were both going the same way.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got homework to do. Thanks for the chat, Becky.’ Evie pushes herself into an upright position and swings her legs off the lounger, before sauntering away into the cool of the house. 
 
    Megan watches her go, before she turns her gaze back to me. ‘Chat? What have you two been chatting about?’ 
 
    My mind goes blank for a moment, the image of Evie catching a train from Southampton to Waterloo, huge suitcase by her side, the only thing I can see. ‘Owen.’ I blurt out in the end. ‘Owen Murphy. Evie said he teaches her.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, he does,’ Megan says warily, ‘he’s a teacher, that’s his job. To teach.’ 
 
    ‘I was just asking what she thought of him, that’s all,’ I say. Megan tuts, leaning down to pick up Evie’s empty lemonade glass. I pick my own up and follow her back to the house, where she starts to load breakfast dishes into the dishwasher. ‘What he was like as a teacher. She said some of the girls think he’s a bit weird.’ 
 
    ‘You know what teenage girls are like, they live for drama.’ 
 
    ‘Has there been drama with him?’ 
 
    Megan sighs before she turns to face me. ‘No, Becky, there hasn’t been any drama. Owen Murphy is a nice guy. You of all people should know that rumours fly around every school about any mildly attractive male teacher.’ 
 
    You of all people. My stomach drops away, and I feel the hot sting of tears behind my eyes. 
 
    ‘Shit.’ Megan looks away, her cheeks burning. ‘I didn’t mean it like that, Becky. All I meant is Owen is a nice guy. He’s not weird.’ She reaches out to grasp my hand and I let her, even though her words are like needles under my skin. ‘What else was Evie saying?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing much,’ I pull away, not feeling guilty for lying by omission. ‘Did you know Violet Monroe? You must have, she went to St Benedict’s.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Megan looks confused by the about turn in conversation, and I realise while my thought-train about Evie leaving led automatically to Violet, Megan doesn’t know about that. ‘What has Violet Monroe got to do with anything?’ 
 
    ‘I’m writing about her in the book. I visited the site she lived on today,’ I say. ‘I thought if she went to St Benedict’s you must have known her.’ I think of Owen standing outside Evie’s room, the charged atmosphere that surrounded them. ‘Owen would have taught her too, wouldn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘Jesus, Becky.’ Megan shakes her head. ‘Can’t you just leave things alone? Violet Monroe ran off, that’s all there is to the story. Whether Owen knew her or not is neither here nor there. The Monroes are a traveller family — that’s what they do,’ her voice rises, ‘so poking around in their business is just going to stir things up. Becky, your being back here . . . it’s raked up old memories. Memories that people don’t want to think about — you getting a bee in your bonnet over Owen isn’t going to help things.’ She is careful not to explicitly blame me for what happened that summer, but the intent is clear. What happened was my fault. 
 
    ‘Sarah and Liam don’t want you here,’ Megan is saying, her arms by her sides now. It is as if the fight has gone out of her. ‘And they’re not the only ones. Jenny and Matt are on their side, and so are most of the old teaching staff at St Benedict’s. If it wasn’t for Father Joe and my mother, your return to this place would have been a hell of a lot more difficult.’ 
 
    Before I can respond, Megan holds up a hand. ‘Please Becky, just don’t rock the boat, OK? Owen is a nice guy, and write about Violet if you want, but honestly? I don’t think there’s even a story there. She ran away.’ 
 
    ‘And what if she didn’t, Megan? What then? Someone must have seen something.’ Megan opens her mouth to speak, but I nod and move towards the door. ‘I should probably go.’ I slip out and on to the road that leads to the sea path, not wanting to hear her response. I didn’t fail to notice that Megan didn’t refer to herself when she spoke of people who had welcomed me to the island. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Dinner, tomorrow? Come over. 
 
    My pulse skips at the text from Stephen, and I smile to myself as I tap out a positive response. I am so comfortable in my own company, that the flicker of anticipation I feel at seeing him again feels unfamiliar and exciting. Then, pouring myself a large glass of wine, I make myself a round of toast, and pull out my files and laptop as the cat curls up on the chair next to me. Whether Megan likes it or not, there is more to Violet’s story than her simply running away. Ivy is convinced enough to have spoken to the newspapers about it, and although Ivy may not have the most balanced view of Violet, she is the one who knows her best. I turn to my notes, flicking through them, hoping that by immersing myself in the horrific stories of these other women, I can leave the island behind for just a short while. Some of the clippings are well worn, with my own handwriting scrawled across them as I have made notes. The familiar faces of these woman, all hurt, abused, lost, creates an ache in my chest. Elizabeth Smart, Jaycee Dugard, Sabine Dardenne, all women whose names and faces are familiar to me now. Another woman, missing in Denmark since 2019, her face still on tattered flyers stapled to lamp-posts. I’m not sure where my need to tell these women’s stories comes from — a sense of duty perhaps? I don’t know, all I do know is that in every single one of these cases, someone knew something and by speaking up helped to bring about some sort of justice. Taking a sip of wine, the slight sea breeze that wafts in through the open window brings the sound of footsteps, crunching on the gravel of the sea path outside. I look up, half expecting to see Stephen appear in the doorway, but when I go to the window, no one is there. Feeling oddly uneasy, I top up my glass and return to my notes, sifting through the pile to find the article Ivy sent to me. I fix my gaze on the tiny black and white photo of Violet Monroe. Where are you, Violet? What made you leave this island? Something niggles under my skin, as I reach for my phone and Ivy’s voice fills the room, her tone strong and convinced. She — Violet’s sister, the one who was closest to her in the world — is so sure that Violet wouldn’t have left her nephew. So why does everyone else seem so sure that she did? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    It takes me hours to fall sleep, lying unblinking in the stifling darkness as the black and white photograph of Violet Monroe swims in front of my eyes, followed by Gabe grasping me by the elbow and pulling me urgently towards the site entrance, seemingly desperate to keep me from talking to Ivy. I fall into a fitful doze sometime after midnight as the moon stretches bony, white fingers into the bedroom and my dreams are tangled and heavy as I run through heather, the stems scratching at my legs, sure I can feel breath on the back of my neck, the sound of crunching gravel ringing in my ears. I jolt awake, a noise from downstairs dragging me from sleep. 
 
    I lie still, the room lightening as the sun begins to make its way over the horizon, feeling breathless and sweaty. My mouth dry, I strain to hear over the thudding of my pulse in my ears and for a moment there is nothing. And then I hear it. The faintest creak of a floorboard. I know this house like the back of my hand, even after sixteen long years away, and that creak is the sound of the third floorboard in the hallway. Silently, I slowly push back the covers and slide out of bed, not bothering to search for my flip flops but snatching up my phone and moving stealthily towards the bedroom door. Opening it the tiniest crack, I peer out. My heart crashes painfully in my chest, as I take a deep breath and step out into the darkened hallway, the bottom of the stairs just as dimly lit. Wishing I had left the sitting room curtains open, I cast about the empty space for a weapon, in the end settling for dialling 999 on my screen, my fingers shaking as they hover over the connect button. 
 
    Creeping my way down the stairs, there is movement again, coming from the kitchen. A rustling, as though someone is moving about in there, the way I would hear my mother moving about in the mornings as I lay in bed, waiting for the alarm to sound to get up for school. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ I call out cautiously, my tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth. ‘Who’s there? I’ve called the police.’ Silence. And then a crash, as if a door has been thrown back on its hinges. 
 
    ‘Jesus, fuck.’ I shrink back against the hallway wall, my phone flying from my fingers, skittering across the tiled floor. My legs feel like jelly as I force my eyes open, suddenly sure I am not alone. Peering out beneath my lashes, my chest tight with fear, I see only the empty hallway and I blow out a long, ragged breath. Silence fills the air, and I press my hand to my mouth, trying to stifle the sob that rises in my throat. After a few moments of the thick, heavy silence I push myself away from the wall and stoop to reach my phone. A crack erupts from the bottom corner across the screen, but when I press the side button it still works, 999 still waiting for me to connect. I tiptoe towards the kitchen, adrenaline heightening every sense, my hands trembling as I slowly push the door open. The kitchen is empty. Glancing around the room I see the windows remain intact, the back door is still closed, but there is an undeniable sense that someone has been here. A feeling, as though the air has been disturbed. The mug I drank my tea from last night still sits in the sink, the pile of my mother’s post remains next to the toaster, and her housecoat still hangs from the hook beside the back door. Nothing is missing, nothing has been moved. But still . . . goosebumps rise on my bare arms, and I move to the window, looking out into the garden. The cat lies on the lawn, paws outstretched on the browning grass. The cat, that’s all. I let out a soft huff of laughter, feeling the urge to run my hands over his silky orange fur, to feel his rib cage purring beneath my palms. I reach for the keys on the worktop, poised to unlock the back door, but when I rest my hand on the handle it gives beneath my weight. The door is unlocked. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Wrapping my hands around a mug of coffee I move to the living room, the orangey-pink rays of a spectacular sunrise lighting the room, but it isn’t the sunrise I am watching. I keep my eyes on the Goodman house, watching for any sign of movement. Hoping for a glimpse of Stephen and the reassurance that I am not alone here on the isolated sea path. I shift uncomfortably, my feet cold on the worn laminate flooring, but the house is still and silent. I was sure, so sure that I locked the door before I went upstairs to bed. But then there is a tiny part of me that whispers, Did you? I had been so tired, my mind filled with Violet’s disappearance. 
 
    The coffee in my hand has gone cold, but I don’t make a move to pour a fresh cup. My heart lifts when I see Stephen leave his front door and I take a moment, watching as he glances back towards his house, looking it over as if checking it’s all buttoned up tight for the day before he leaves — a feeling I know all too well from living in the city — before getting in the car and pulling smoothly out of his driveway, heading down the sea path towards the school. Would he have seen anything if there was someone in the house this morning? The crash of the door came from the kitchen, meaning if there was someone there, they could only have left through the back garden, and they would have had to walk past his house. 
 
    Movement on the path below catches my eye, and I stare as a figure comes into sight, skirting the edge of Stephen’s house and on to the path to the sea. Owen Murphy. Forgetting all about my cold coffee, I press my face against the window, trying to follow his movement, but the bend in the path blocks him from view. What is he doing here? My fingers shake slightly as I tug on a cardigan and step out into the front garden, trying to keep him in sight. There is no reason for Owen Murphy to be on this side of the sea path. No reason for anyone to be on this side unless they were visiting us. The path runs alongside the houses and then up on to the hills — there are no shops, no pubs, no tourist attractions past my house. An icy finger scrolls its way along my spine, sending frosty currents through my bloodstream. Owen walks quickly, his head down, before he turns, looking back up the sea path towards the house. I pull back, my throat tightening with fear; all at once sure I wasn’t imagining anything this morning. 
 
    Shivering, an intense wave as if someone has walked over my grave, I hurry back inside, bolting the door behind me as I hear the crunch of tyres outside. The tyres pass by Stephen’s house, and when I cautiously peer out of the sitting room window, I see Megan getting out of her car, heading towards my garden gate. Hurrying to the front door, I pull back the bolt and step out into the front garden. 
 
    ‘Becky!’ Megan sounds surprised to see me, even though it is she who has come to visit me. ‘I didn’t know if you’d be awake. I’m on my way to work . . .’ she frowns. ‘You’re up early — is everything OK?’ 
 
    ‘Fine. Sort of.’ I think of the noise from the kitchen earlier, the crash of a door bouncing on its hinges. 
 
    ‘Really? You look pale.’ 
 
    ‘I thought someone was in the house this morning.’ I wrap my arms across my body, hugging myself. The sun is warm already, but I am freezing. ‘The back door was unlocked.’ 
 
    ‘Oh God, Becky,’ Megan frowns. ‘You thought someone was in the house? Was there someone?’ 
 
    Owen Murphy skulking along the sea path appears in front of me like a photograph, and I shake the image away, noticing the frown that crosses Megan’s brow. ‘I’m not blaming anyone. Accusing anyone.’ I say quickly. 
 
    ‘Of course not,’ Megan says, but her tone lacks conviction. ‘Maybe . . . maybe you just forgot to lock up when you went to bed?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. That’ll be it.’ But that doesn’t explain the noises downstairs, the disturbed air that tells me I wasn’t dreaming. 
 
    ‘I wanted to apologise to you about yesterday, about the things I said,’ Megan says, her nose wrinkling in a familiar way that I have seen a thousand times before. 
 
    I say nothing, letting my toe scuff against the sandy dirt of the garden path. 
 
    ‘I shouldn’t have said it,’ she says awkwardly, ‘about people not wanting you here. It was cruel of me. It must have been hard enough for you to come back here without me saying things like that.’ 
 
    ‘It’s true though,’ I say quietly. ‘Liam Rose had a go at me yesterday, just before I saw Evie. She asked me what it was about, but I told her I didn’t know.’ 
 
    Relief crosses Megan’s face and I realise that perhaps Evie doesn’t know anything about what happened that summer. 
 
    ‘I was wondering . . . perhaps I should apologise to him. To the Roses.’ The words creak out stiffly, sticking in my throat. Was it Liam? Maybe Owen was just out for a walk. Maybe Liam was the one creeping around in my house before the sun was fully up. He would be glad to see the back of me, to scare me away. 
 
    ‘Do you think that’s a good idea?’ Megan’s eyes are wide. ‘I mean, they’re a pretty volatile family, Becky. It’s no secret that Liam isn’t happy you’re back, and I’m not sure the rest of them will be either.’ She glances over my shoulder, towards the garden. ‘What if it was him in the house? You don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘But isn’t it worse to not say anything, to just . . . pretend what happened never happened?’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes things are best left,’ Megan says, her hand reaching out for mine. ‘But if you are going to speak to him, you need to be careful. He drinks, you know. And he can be a bit handy when he’s drunk.’ 
 
    So, Sarah Clarke didn’t get her perfect life in the end, I think. Spiteful, maybe, but she was partly to blame as much as I was for what happened to Marcus Rose. 
 
    ‘Are we OK?’ Megan’s voice is tinged with concern, and for the first time I notice dark circles under her eyes. 
 
    ‘Us? Of course, we are. It was just a tiff, Meg. How many times have we argued before?’ I push away the hurt that snagged in my chest at her words yesterday. 
 
    ‘Come for dinner tonight then? Mickey’s cooking — could be a bit hit or miss, but I have wine.’ 
 
    ‘Tonight?’ I frown. ‘Not tonight, I can’t. I’m going out for dinner. With Stephen. He invited me over.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, really?’ Megan smirks and arches an eyebrow. ‘In that case then, I shall leave you to it. Shit, it’s almost eight thirty — I’ll be late. We’ll catch up soon, yes?’ Her eyes flick towards the sea path. ‘And Becky . . . just leave . . .’ she sighs, ‘leave all of it, with Liam, won’t you?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    I spend the afternoon going over my notes for the book and transcribing my brief interview with Ivy, listening over and over to her turns of phrase and the cadence to her tone, looking for any signs that she might be lying, or may know more than she realises, until I glance at my phone and realise I am late to meet Stephen. 
 
    I throw on a white sundress with flip-flops, and as I sit at the tiny dressing table to dab on some make-up, I feel the flutter of butterflies in my belly. It’s been a long time since I was nervous about seeing a man. Asa and I had worked together for months before he’d plucked up the courage to invite me for a drink and what had followed had been pretty steamy in the beginning. I could handle the furtive glances across the desks, the quick fumble in the stationery cupboard, I could even manage meeting his parents and the afternoon walks followed by a roast at the pub. It was what came after that I couldn’t handle so well. The one night at the weekend, that became two, then three. The shared food shop. The clanging hints he dropped about moving in together. All things that I thought I didn’t want until the day he told me that he’d met someone else. That it had been going on a while, and she wanted to get married and have a family. She told Asa that she wanted the same as him, the very things I’d told him I didn’t want. And I didn’t want them, until they weren’t on offer anymore. 
 
    Shaking out my hair, and the thought of Asa and his freshly pregnant new girlfriend, I slick on a swipe of red lipstick, spray myself liberally with perfume, then set off down the sea path, to Stephen’s house. 
 
    The Goodman house is quiet as I walk to the front door and knock lightly. There is a single light on in the hallway, which strikes me as odd seeing as the sun is still well above the horizon, before I realise Mr Goodman probably had it on a timer and Stephen hasn’t turned it off. I wait, the butterflies growing ever more frantic, but there is no answer at the door. I knock again, louder this time, and am rewarded with the faint sound of footsteps, and then the door flies open. 
 
    ‘Becky!’ Stephen’s face splits into a wide grin as he sees me. ‘Sorry, sorry.’ He holds up his hands, seeming a little flustered. ‘I got stuck in a meeting at work, so I was late home.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, er . . .’ I shift in my spot on the doorstep as Stephen makes no attempt to invite me in. ‘We can leave it tonight, if you’d prefer. I mean, I have a lot of work to do and if you’re busy . . . we can reschedule.’ 
 
    ‘No, absolutely not.’ Stephen steps out on to the path, pulling the front door firmly closed behind him. ‘If you don’t mind being seen out with me looking like this.’ He gestures to himself. He looks perfectly all right to me in chino shorts and a linen shirt, his hair slightly mussed. ‘I thought seeing as I haven’t had time to actually cook you a meal — and the house is an utter tip — maybe you’d let me take you out for dinner instead.’ He fumbles in his pocket for a key, swiftly locking the door behind him. 
 
    ‘Oh, I don’t know—’ 
 
    ‘Come on, it’s a beautiful evening. And I’ll be brutally honest with you . . . I’m not that much of a cook. I even burn pasta sauce.’ He winks at me. 
 
    ‘It’s just . . . people are already gossiping about me, I’m not sure I want to add fuel to the fire.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Stephen gives me a questioning look. ‘I would have thought you’re the kind of woman who doesn’t care what people think. I’d say you’re just the kind of woman to pour fuel on the fire.’ He raises an eyebrow and smiles. 
 
    He’s right. Usually I wouldn’t care whose toes were trodden on, or who was talking about me, if it meant getting to the heart of the story. I give him a faint smile in return, feeling ever so slightly railroaded. ‘OK. OK, then. Yes. Let’s go for dinner.’ 
 
    Stephen grins at me, and then as we walk down the sea path towards the village, he slides his hand into mine and squeezes gently, meaning I don’t feel half as bad towards the idea of eating out in full view of an island that hates me. 
 
    Twenty minutes later we are sat in a small bistro that used to be a florist when I was a teenager. The décor is understated and contemporary and although it’s the last place I would have thought to be successful in Kirton, every table is full, and the stools at the bar area are all occupied. 
 
    ‘So, did you visit Violet’s sister today?’ Stephen asks, once our drinks are in front of us. There is no one local that I recognise in the bistro, and I thank the Lord for the ferryloads of day-tripping summer visitors. 
 
    ‘I did.’ I take a small sip of cold white wine, appreciating the zing of it on my tongue. ‘It didn’t go so well.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘It started off OK, but you were right,’ I sigh. ‘While Ivy was pretty keen to talk to me, the other people on the site weren’t so keen. I was escorted off by Gabe before I could finish talking with her.’ 
 
    ‘By Gabe? Gabe the handyman?’ Stephen raises his eyebrows, falling silent as the waiter approaches. ‘Hi, yes we’re ready to order. We’ll both have the Dover sole, please. And a side of the garlic infused broccoli.’ Stephen glances at me. ‘You’ll love the sole, I’ve never had it anywhere as good as they do it here.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take your word for it.’ I had wanted the monkfish, but as Stephen leans across the table and strokes the palm of my hand with his thumb any thoughts of dinner drift away. ‘So, Gabe escorted you off the site?’ 
 
    I look up, meeting his eyes. ‘Yes. It was a bit odd actually. He was very keen to see me go, and he said outright that I should mind my own business. He made me feel quite uncomfortable actually.’ 
 
    ‘Do you want me to have a word with him?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no. No need for anything like that.’ I still need Gabe to take a look at some of the more complicated renovations on my mother’s house; I can’t afford to fall out with him. But an ember of desire flickers at Stephen’s words. Asa would never have offered anything like that, he was afraid of any kind of confrontation. ‘There’s a barn on site too . . . I tried to have a look, but a couple of guys soon chased me away. It feels as if there’s something there, something they’re hiding.’ 
 
    ‘So, what will you do now? Are you still going to write about Violet in the book? It’ll be difficult, I should imagine, if you’re not able to speak to anyone at the site.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll find a way,’ I grin at him, enjoying the way the tea lights on the table cast a warm glow across his face. ‘That’s part of being a journalist — you have to be tenacious. If you want the story sometimes you have to fight to uncover it.’ 
 
    ‘If there is a story.’ Stephen looks doubtful. ‘Teenage girls are erratic, to say the least. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d got herself a boyfriend and run off somewhere with him.’ His words echo everything Megan has already said, and I feel a grumble of dissatisfaction, but the waiter arrives with our food before I can voice it. 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ Stephen asks, as he lifts his fork to his mouth. The sole is swimming in a buttery caper sauce, and I feel mildly nauseous as I watch him take his first bite, but I’m not sure if it’s the food, or the fact that Owen Murphy has just sat on a stool at the bar. 
 
    ‘Lovely.’ I force myself to take a bite and gesture behind Stephen to where Owen sits, nursing a pint of Guinness. ‘Did Owen teach Violet?’ 
 
    ‘Owen?’ Stephen swivels in his chair, and my heart sinks as Owen looks up and raises a hand. ‘Yes, I would have thought so. He teaches most of the upper school English at some point.’ 
 
    ‘So, he would have known her?’ I watch as Owen returns to his pint, tucking his phone into his back pocket. 
 
    ‘Becky, there are three hundred and seventy children at St Benedict’s.’ Stephen lays his fork down and steeples his fingers beneath his chin. ‘Owen probably did teach her. The thing is; I don’t know. I didn’t know Violet very well, she disappeared while I was still settling in at the school. I never taught her and the children from that side of the island . . . they’re not like the other kids.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    Stephen sighs. ‘They don’t come to school regularly. We have a few who do, but a lot of them . . . they just turn up when they feel like it. Sometimes they go to the mainland for months at a time; a lot of the boys go out to work and just don’t come back to school. Their parents support it. There’s nothing I can do about it. So, none of us ever really get to know the kids from the site because they just don’t show up regularly enough.’ 
 
    ‘But Ivy said—’ 
 
    ‘Becky, Stephen. Not interrupting anything am I?’ Owen looms over the table, his eyes straying to the tiny amount of cleavage that shows at the top of my dress. 
 
    ‘Not at all, mate.’ Stephen smiles up at him. ‘I would ask you to join us, but we’re more or less done, aren’t we, Becky? The food is amazing here.’ 
 
    I feel my breath whoosh out in a silent sigh of relief. The last thing I want is to make small talk with creepy Owen Murphy. 
 
    ‘How’s the writing going, Becky? Unearthed anything exciting yet?’ 
 
    ‘Fine. Not yet, but I’m working on it.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m not sure if there’s even a story there, but I’m sure if there is something to find, you’ll dig it up.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I will. Don’t worry.’ I meet his gaze, refusing to look away even as my pulse speeds up, galloping away in my chest. 
 
    ‘I’m sure.’ Owen stares me down for a second too long, before he flicks his gaze away from me and towards Stephen. ‘I just wanted to make sure you still want me to meet with the D of E guy tomorrow? The trip is the weekend of the festival, so we need to get it all buttoned up before then.’ He rubs his hands together briskly. 
 
    Stephen gives me a quick glance. ‘Yes, please. That would be good. Thank you.’ He turns to me, dismissing Owen without a word and when Owen finally goes back to his own seat, the air lightens. 
 
    ‘Trip?’ I say. 
 
    ‘Duke of Edinburgh trip — just a few days, the kids love it. It gives them the chance to explore, figure things out for themselves. Did you never do it?’ 
 
    I shake my head. ‘Not my kind of thing. Is Owen in charge of it? Or do you get involved too?’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes. I did at my previous school — it really helps to forge bonds with the kids. It builds trust, you know?’ 
 
    ‘Does Owen have a family? I mean, is he married? Wouldn’t his wife be annoyed with him going off on trips for days at a time, leaving her at home with all the babies?’ I force a laugh, making it come off like a simple question. 
 
    ‘No, he lives alone.’ Stephen gestures for the bill. ‘And what’s all the interest in Owen anyway? Don’t tell me you’d rather be out for dinner with him?’ He grins as he speaks; a teasing tone to his voice. 
 
    ‘No, thank you.’ I laugh, a genuine laugh this time. ‘I’m just curious. If the people on the site won’t talk to me about Violet, then I need to find other people who knew her. What about you? Don’t tell me there’s a wife waiting indoors for you.’ 
 
    ‘If I did, I wouldn’t be here on a date with you.’ He laughs and holds out a hand, taking mine. He doesn’t drop it as we leave the restaurant, or as he walks me across the road onto the sandy beach, as I toss the word date around in my mind. 
 
    ‘So, you don’t have anyone?’ I ask, my flip-flops dangling from my hand as we stroll across the cool sand, the sun dipping below the horizon. The sky is streaked with lilac and crimson, the waves breaking calmly and rhythmically on the shore. The evening air is still warm, and there is a vaguely holiday-ish feel to the night, as if anything could happen. ‘I mean, it’s just you in that house? No kids. No . . . family.’ 
 
    ‘Nope, just me. No wife, no brothers, or sisters, and both my parents are dead. I’m an orphan.’ Stephen pulls a poor me face. 
 
    So am I now, I think, the thought shocking and brutal, leaving me feeling exposed and unguarded. 
 
    ‘So, it’s just me rattling around in that old house.’ Stephen turns to look at me, and I feel a lightning bolt of heat in my groin. ‘Same as it’s just you, in yours. At least, I hope there isn’t a husband tucked away in the attic.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I laugh, before growing sober. The wine has gone to my head after the little of the fish I ate, and I find myself telling him about Asa, about how I found his urge to commit suffocating and stifling, how I’d pushed him away. 
 
    ‘And now you regret it?’ Stephen asks. 
 
    ‘Not regret as such. I don’t regret not being with Asa, but more . . . I guess I’ve grown up.’ The words taste sweet on my tongue, the truth clear and satisfying. ‘I’ve realised that I am probably ready to commit to the right person. Losing my mother has made me realise that I don’t want to be alone forever.’ My cheeks flush a hot, bright pink in the darkness, as I realise what I’ve just said could be taken the wrong way. This is different. Safe. It’s temporary, just until I sell the house and can go back to London. ‘But you know, there’s plenty of time for all that. I need to get my mother’s house sorted first.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ I can hear the amusement in his voice, but he doesn’t let go of my hand. 
 
    ‘What about you? Any previous serious relationships? You’re absolutely sure there’s no wife in the attic?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Stephen laughs. ‘There was a woman back in London. It was ages ago, and it didn’t work out.’ He clams up and we walk in silence for a few minutes. 
 
    ‘I wonder if Violet Monroe did have a boyfriend,’ I say, as we make our way up the sea path to our houses. 
 
    ‘It’s possible,’ Stephen says, the thickness in the air between us evaporating. ‘I mean, she may not have told Ivy everything, despite how close she felt she was to her.’ 
 
    ‘I guess I’ll just have to keep digging. Someone must know something.’ I hesitate, not wanting the evening to end. ‘Would you like to . . . ?’ I open the door, gesturing inside. 
 
    ‘Better not.’ Stephen pulls a face, telegraphing his regret. ‘I would like to, but . . .’ his gaze drops to my lips, and he leans in close. I can hear my pulse thudding in my ears and as his mouth moves towards mine, I find I am holding my breath. ‘It might get us in all sorts of trouble.’ There is an almost unbearable pause before he gently leans down and presses his mouth to mine. His lips are soft, and his breath smells like wine, and as the slight ember glowing in my stomach erupts into a full-blown flame it’s all I can do to stop myself from dragging him into the house, I want him so much. 
 
    When he eventually pulls away, I press my fingers to my lips. ‘Well, goodnight.’ 
 
    ‘Goodnight.’ He grins, his face lit by the warmth of the porch light. 
 
    ‘Stephen . . .’ I say, just as he turns away. ‘Let’s just keep things between us, for now.’ 
 
    He stops, frowning. ‘Things?’ 
 
    ‘Me looking into Violet . . . and what I said about Owen.’ Megan is so convinced that Owen is a nice guy, but I still have that nagging sensation that something isn’t right. That he isn’t right. ‘She asked me to drop it today.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, I won’t say anything if that’s what you want.’ Stephen gives me a small smile. ‘I’ll call you tomorrow.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Instead of going inside, I watch Stephen walk down the sea path towards the harbour, before stepping back into the living room. I look around at the space left by my mother, the sag of her outline in the armchair, the small china owl on the mantelpiece that I bought her for Mother’s Day at a school fête years ago, and for a brief dizzying moment, I allow myself to imagine myself as the fresh-faced wife, with the teeming brood of children, Stephen by my side. Shaking my head, my lips twitch in a grimace. That scenario is definitely off the cards — I couldn’t think of anything I would want less. I head into the kitchen to make a cup of tea to take up to the always chilly bedroom. Switching on the kettle, I feel easier, lighter somehow, the idea of being able to talk freely to Stephen about Violet Monroe making it all feel more manageable. Turning to the fridge to get the milk, mug in my hand, I freeze when I see what is stuck there. A photograph of Marcus Rose, cut from the last yearbook I ever brought home, is pinned to the fridge with an island-shaped magnet that shrieks Welcome to Kirton! I don’t even hear the shatter of china as the mug falls from my hand to the tiled floor below. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    Concentrating on the wave, waiting, poised for the perfect moment to catch it with my board and ride it to the shore takes my mind off the picture stuck to the fridge door. It is barely after dawn, and I have dragged my old surfboard from my mother’s garden shed after another sleepless night. Every sound from outside had me sitting bolt upright, and now, as I misjudge the wave and it erupts over my head sending me spinning to the sandy bottom, I feel an urge to just let it pull me under, the weariness making my body heavy, a deadweight. My lungs have other ideas though and I force my way to the surface, board banging against my ankles before I lie flat and paddle back to shore. 
 
    Who could have left that picture stuck to the fridge? The question reverberated in my mind long after I had swept the tiles clean of the shattered mug and laid the picture face down on the kitchen worktop. There is no way my mother would have had a photograph of Marcus Rose in the house — even after everything came out and people knew what I had done, even though my mother didn’t forgive me for my actions — there would have been no reason for her to keep a photograph of him. She barely knew him. And I am ninety-nine per cent sure that the picture wasn’t on the fridge when I first arrived back at the house. Someone has been in the house and left it there for me to find. I had wondered whether to call the police, but what would I say? A photograph of someone I knew sixteen years ago taped to my fridge — that could have been left by my own mother — is hardly the crime of the century . . . besides, why would they believe me anyway, given my track record? 
 
    I unclip my board from my ankle and carry it up further up the beach, the sand already warm beneath my feet. I try to think of everyone who has been to visit since I came back — not many, that’s for sure. Megan and Stephen . . . but neither of them would do something like that, would they? Stephen doesn’t know what happened and Megan is the only person from before who I feel I have any sort of relationship with. Gabe came to look at the house, but I was with him the whole time — although my mother had used him previously for odd jobs. Owen Murphy, skulking along the sea path. I realise that my mother could have given access to the house to anyone, while I was gone. After all, she was sick, and I wasn’t there to take care of her. 
 
    Sarah? Or Liam? Jenny Milne? Any of them would love to see the back of me. My hands are cold, despite the warmth of the morning sun, but I am not sure whether it is the cold of the sea, or fear. The milk bottles I could have put down to an accident — maybe even the cat — but the notes, the brick left on the porch, and now the picture pinned to the fridge — not to mention the ever more definite feeling that someone had been in the house — feel threatening. Whoever it is that wants me gone has been inside my house. 
 
    Maybe I should just leave? My mother isn’t here anymore, and Megan and I can keep in touch over social media. Evie could come and stay with me in London. But then I think of Violet Monroe, vanished from the side of the Old Lighthouse Road and I know that I can’t leave, not yet. What if someone wants me gone because of Violet? What if it has nothing to do with what happened with Marcus, and Ivy is right after all? What if someone is afraid I’ll uncover what really happened to her? The thought makes goosebumps rise all over my body. 
 
    On the other side of the seafront, Megan exits the village store, turning left to make her way into the village. She’ll be on her way to work, and suddenly I feel an intense longing to confide in her, to have her reassure me that the notes, the picture, it’s all just pranks by silly school kids. That no one really wants me gone. That no one is really threatening me. That I am safe. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘I’m here to see Megan.’ An hour later I am showered and changed and standing at the window to the reception at St Benedict’s. I haven’t been here for years, but the smell, the look, the feel of it, it’s all the same, and I feel a low level nausea in my stomach. 
 
    ‘You mean Mrs Brazil?’ The older woman behind the desk asks me, and I nod. 
 
    ‘Yes, please. If she’s not too busy.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you have an appointment?’ 
 
    I hadn’t thought that far ahead. When Megan told me she worked on reception at St Benedict’s I had just assumed she would be at the front desk when I arrived. It seems that Megan is maybe more than just a receptionist. 
 
    ‘Yes, of course I do,’ I lie. ‘Could you tell her that Rebecca Gannon is here for our . . .’ I glance at the clock, ‘nine-thirty appointment.’ 
 
    The woman nods and reaches for a telephone on her desk, but not before I think I see her lip curl at the sound of my name. She whispers into the phone before telling me that Megan will be out shortly. I nod and move to look at the noticeboard in the hallway. There is a handmade poster advertising a school dance alongside a list of head boys and girls and a photo board of the current teachers. Stephen’s photo is at the top of the board, a wide grin splitting his face, his hair gelled to perfection. He looks approachable, and fun, and irresistibly handsome. Owen Murphy smiles out from the other side of the board, his eyes a flat shade of silver. The name plate underneath reads Head of Pastoral Care and I realise that he is not simply an English teacher. There is every possibility in his role as Head of Pastoral Care that he would have known Violet. If Violet had something going on that she didn’t want to speak to Ivy about, could she have come to Owen? I peer along the corridor, to the office at the end where his name sits on the door. I feel odd, out of sorts, my stomach swooping and rolling in a way that makes me glad I didn’t eat before I came. 
 
    The last time I stood in that corridor was the day everything fell apart. It was a Friday, the last Friday of the summer term. I had waited, for what felt like hours, my hands shaking and my heart pounding double time in my chest, until I thought I would pass out. Finally, the door opened, and Sarah Clarke had stepped out, her skirt no longer rolled up to show the bottom of her knickers when she bent over, her face clean of the dark eyeliner she usually wore. She looked like a model student. She had given me a look and reached out a hand to squeeze my arm as she passed by. I had felt it then briefly, a moment of acceptance, and then the headmaster called my name. As he opened the door, I glimpsed Marcus Rose, sitting in the office wearing blue tracksuit bottoms, his legs spread wide across the chair. That combined with the smell of school canteen food on the air made my stomach dive and I had thought for a moment I was going to be sick. The headmaster had called my name again and I stepped forward on shaking legs, remembering the feel of Sarah’s hand on my arm. I stepped into his office and lied. 
 
    ‘Becky?’ Megan’s voice makes me jump. With a glance at the woman behind the desk she takes my arm. ‘Do you want to come through?’ 
 
    I follow her into an office a couple of doors down from Owen’s, a tiny, boxy room that I vaguely remember as holding cleaning supplies when I was a pupil here. Megan sits behind the desk, and gestures for me to take a seat opposite her. 
 
    ‘I wasn’t expecting you.’ I am not sure that I am imagining the slight chill to her tone. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ I say, ‘I thought I would come in and you would be sat behind the front desk. I wasn’t expecting it to be like . . . this.’ 
 
    ‘I’m more of a PA than a receptionist,’ Megan says. ‘Becky, what are you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ I say again. ‘I just . . . really needed to see you. Something happened.’ 
 
    Megan’s brows knit together, and she leans forward, elbows on her desk. ‘What? What is it? Are you OK? You didn’t go and face up to Liam Rose, did you?’ 
 
    ‘No. Not yet.’ My stomach does another somersault at the thought of it. ‘Someone came into the house and left a picture . . . it was a photo of Marcus Rose. From the yearbook. They stuck it to the fridge, right where I would find it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh my God, Becky. You said you thought someone had been in the house . . .’ Megan sits back, her eyes never leaving my face. ‘Who do you think did it?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea. The only people who have been in the house on my invitation are you and Stephen, but my mother could have had all sorts in while she was ill. If they knew she was dying they would have known I would come back.’ 
 
    ‘It’s probably just someone messing about. Kids, maybe.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ I feel a flicker of annoyance that she would just brush it away like that. ‘There was a note too, a couple of days ago. Telling me to leave. It was wrapped around a brick, Megan.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Have you called the police?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I look down at my hands, the bitten nails and chipped polish. ‘I would have if someone had still been in the house when I came downstairs but . . . I wasn’t sure they’d believe me.’ I feel the bitter sting of tears behind my eyes. 
 
    ‘Will you leave?’ Megan bites her lip, and I can’t read the look on her face. ‘I mean, I’m sure it’s nothing — kids, like I said — but it must be unsettling for you. I’m not sure I could cope with something like that.’ 
 
    ‘It is. But no. I can’t leave yet. There are still things I need to do.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘Sort my mother’s things out. Sell the house.’ I pause for a moment. ‘Find out what happened to Violet Monroe.’ 
 
    ‘Becky, you know there’s nothing there with Violet. She left. She’s a traveller. There is no story.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ The words come out louder than I anticipated, and Megan throws a glance towards the door. ‘I mean, why are people so convinced she just left? Why does no one seem to care? Someone saw her that day; someone knows what happened to her.’ I sit back, folding my arms. ‘I’m not leaving, Megan. Not yet.’ 
 
    Megan sighs and looks as though she wants to say something but is biting her tongue. ‘Well, good,’ she says eventually. ‘You’ve only just come back; Evie would hate it if you left again so soon.’ 
 
    ‘How do you do it?’ I ask her. ‘How do you work here, day in, day out, after what happened?’ I feel stifled, as if something hard and heavy is sitting on my chest and I’ve been here for less than an hour. 
 
    ‘After Marcus Rose died, you mean?’ Megan’s face is impassive. ‘I don’t have a choice, Becky. Mickey works hard but we have a child to pay for. It’s expensive. I have to pay my way and the island isn’t exactly a thriving hive of work, unless you want seasonal work at the harbour. It’s not like London.’ 
 
    Before I can reply, the door creaks open and Owen Murphy’s face appears. ‘Megan . . . ahh, Mrs Brazil.’ He looks at me. ‘Becky. I’m sorry, I didn’t realise you were in a meeting.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all.’ Megan doesn’t look at me, instead turning her face up to his. ‘Can I help you with something?’ 
 
    ‘I just wanted to let you know that Mr Ward is out sick today, so I’m just heading out to the courts to supervise his Year Nine PE class — hockey, of all things. So, I’ll be out of my office and off the phone for the next hour at least, if any of the students need me.’ 
 
    At his words, I feel a low hum of anticipation. I wait patiently as Megan flirts and giggles her way through the rest of the conversation and the door has closed behind him. 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ Megan looks back to me. ‘Where were we?’ 
 
    ‘Do you mind if I use the bathroom?’ I stand up, waving her away when she also gets to her feet. ‘I know the way. Won’t be a tick.’ 
 
    I slide my way out of her tiny office and into the darkened corridor. The girl’s bathroom is at the end on the left, but I turn right, heading to the closed door at the far end where Owen’s name plate glints in the dim lighting. Hurrying along, I push the door, sure that it will be locked, but it glides open on silent hinges, and I finally let out the breath I’ve been holding. 
 
    Inside his office is immaculately tidy, bordering on obsessive. There isn’t a paper out of place. Running my hand over the polished desk, I knock the mouse, watching as his computer screen comes to life. Enter password. Of course. A diary for the previous school year sits in the almost empty in-tray beneath the current year’s diary and with a quick glance towards the door, I thumb through the pages, scrolling back to last summer. The date Violet was last seen has a star etched in black ink, drawn over and over with the words “Cork” next to it. I snap a photo with my phone, and then lean down to open his desk drawer, seeing a phone charger with its cable neatly wrapped, two biros, a packet of Wrigley’s Spearmint. At the back tucked out of sight is a scrap of fabric, and as I pull it towards me, I realise it is a hair tie, a small snag of blonde hairs caught in the elastic. 
 
    ‘What the fuck are you doing?’ Megan’s voice is like granite. I was so immersed in checking Owen’s desk that I never even heard the door open. 
 
    I drop the hair tie into the drawer and raise my hands. ‘Megan, I can explain . . .’ 
 
    ‘Is this the real reason you came here this morning? All that crap about being scared and feeling threatened, when really you just wanted to get in here and snoop on Owen? What the hell is wrong with you, Rebecca?’ 
 
    ‘No, Megan, I was shaken by what happened, by what I found. I just . . .’ I lower my hands. ‘I just wanted to check Owen out. See what he’s about. I saw him, early yesterday morning, on the sea path. He could be the one who broke into my house.’ 
 
    ‘Seriously?’ Megan snaps. ‘He was probably just out for a walk. Honestly Becky, I can’t believe you. I can’t believe how you’re behaving.’ 
 
    ‘He was outside your old room, Megan. At the dinner party. He sneaked away from the table and went to Evie in her bedroom. In the bedroom with your fifteen-year-old daughter. Don’t you think—’ 
 
    ‘Jesus Christ, Becky.’ Noises from the corridor signal a break for the students, and I can hear the faint chatter of young voices as they make their way outside. Megan hears it too, her body stilling. ‘You need to leave.’ 
 
    ‘Megan . . .’ 
 
    ‘No, Becky. You need to leave right now. This is ridiculous. If Owen comes back and sees us in here . . . if he tells Stephen . . . I’ll lose my job.’ 
 
    ‘He won’t — he’s teaching. Please, Megan. He’s Head of Pastoral Care, and he would have known Violet — he might know something.’ 
 
    ‘Is this how it is to be a journalist?’ Megan hisses. ‘Snooping, and spying, and causing fucking upset everywhere you go? Because if it is, it’s a suit you wear well, Becky. Now leave. Before I get you escorted off the premises.’ 
 
    ‘Ladies? What’s going on?’ Owen appears in the doorway and my heart leaps into my throat. He looks between Megan and me, his gaze icy cool. ‘Megan?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, Owen—’ 
 
    ‘I took a wrong turn,’ I say, matching his stare even though my pulse is galloping, and I can taste the faint metallic tang of fear on my tongue. ‘Looking for the Ladies.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm.’ Owen tilts his head, his tone flat and I shift, realising I have left the drawer to his desk open. ‘I came back for this.’ He leans over and snatches up a whistle from the pen tidy on his desk. ‘Can I help you with something, Becky?’ 
 
    ‘No, no. Like I said, wrong turn.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps we need to get the lighting looked at out there, since you clearly couldn’t read my nameplate.’ His tone is chilly, despite the ghost of a smirk on his lips. ‘Megan, I’m assuming you can see Becky out?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Megan gives a faint smile, as Owen turns to leave, glancing down at the desk as he does. I step forward, nudging the drawer closed. 
 
    ‘Nice to see you, Owen.’ I smile, as he gives me a hard stare before marching down the hall and out onto the playground. 
 
    ‘Get out of here,’ Megan hisses, and she holds the door, standing there with her arm outstretched until I pass, slamming it closed behind me. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Adrenaline fizzing in my veins, I make my way down the corridor towards the sunlight that streams in through the open door, not seeing Evie until it’s too late. 
 
    ‘Becky?’ She is standing by the poster advertising the dance. ‘What are you doing here?’ 
 
    I push a smile on to my face and brush back the hair that sticks to my forehead. I am prickly with sweat, the exchange with Owen making me feel slightly grubby. ‘Just popped in to see your mum, but I’m on my way out.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll walk out with you.’ Evie bends to pick up her bag. ‘I have two frees now so I’m going to walk over to the library.’ She glances back at the poster, her brow wrinkling. 
 
    ‘Are you going to go?’ I nod at the poster, at the cringey Word Art of two black silhouettes dancing. ‘To the dance?’ 
 
    ‘Probably.’ Evie shrugs. ‘They said it might be cancelled.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘They need another chaperone,’ Evie smirks. ‘I heard Mum saying none of the PTA parents want to help out. They think we’re all going to be getting off in dark corners, but we all know it’ll be the girls dancing, the boys vaping outside, until someone smuggles in vodka in a Coke bottle and then maybe . . . maybe people will start getting off.’ She laughs as we step out into the sunshine, and I see it again, that hint of familiarity in her features that I can’t quite put my finger on. Gloria when she was younger maybe. 
 
    ‘Won’t your mum do it?’ 
 
    ‘Jesus, no!’ Evie looks horrified. ‘If my mum is the chaperone there is no fucking way I’m going to that dance. Mr Morris is the main chaperone, and Mr Murphy is the second, but they said they need a third for the dance to go ahead.’ 
 
    ‘And none of the other teachers will do it?’ 
 
    ‘No. Ha.’ Evie laughs again and remembering the upper school dances when I was a pupil at St Benedict’s, I can understand why. Groping, smoking, someone getting sick because of the smuggled-in vodka. It seems nothing changes. ‘Wait. Becky, would you do it?’ 
 
    ‘Me? No, no way. And besides, I’m not a parent.’ I am already shaking my head, but Evie stops in front of me and grips my hands in hers. 
 
    ‘Please? It would mean so, so much. I’m sure it would be OK — you know my mum really well, and you live next door to Mr Morris, so they know you’re not a pervert or anything. All you’d have to do is stand around a bit with Mr Morris and Mr Murphy and make sure no one gets totally off their heads.’ Evie presses her hands together in a praying motion. 
 
    This could be my chance to observe Owen in school — see how he behaves around the girls, and whether their observations that he is “a bit weird” holds up. I still don’t know quite what I’m looking for — whether Owen has something to do with Violet’s disappearance, or if he is entirely innocent — but the researcher in me . . . the part of me that is increasingly more intrigued by Violet’s disappearance, knows that something feels off about him. 
 
    ‘Please?’ 
 
    Mind made up; I smile. ‘OK. If it’ll make you happy. I’ll come and chaperone the dance — as long as Mr Morris approves it.’ 
 
    Evie squeezes my arm and gives a yelp of excitement, drawing attention from the roof. Glancing up I see Gabe crouched above us, a tool belt tied around his waist, a hammer in one hand. He pulls the nail he’s holding between his teeth out of his mouth, and stares down at me, his gaze dark and hostile. I look away, my heart crashing in my chest as I feel his eyes on me. 
 
    ‘I have to go,’ I say to Evie, and hurry away towards the school gate, sure that Gabe is about to call my name. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    The house is stifling when I arrive home after leaving Evie at the school, and I throw open the windows to let in a sea breeze before pulling out my notepad and scrawling Owen’s name across a fresh sheet of paper. Did he look caught off guard by seeing me standing at his desk? Who do the blonde hairs in the hair tie belong to? I think of Violet, of the blue streaks framing her face, the rest of her honey-blonde hair tied in a neat ponytail, and I feel it again, the nagging sensation that Ivy is right. Violet didn’t just up and leave of her own accord. 
 
    The memory of Gabe’s hostile gaze as he crouched on the roof causes a ripple of unease to worm its way down my spine. Why was he so keen to get me away from the traveller site? Does he know more than he’s letting on? He arrived on the island only a few weeks before Violet disappeared. Could that just be a coincidence or is there something more? I open up Safari on my laptop, and search for the traveller site. Articles come up, first mentioning the sudden growth of the site, and the islanders’ responses (not pleasant), then smaller articles on fights, accusations of robbery, a petition — unsuccessful — to get the site closed down. When I search Gabe Kelly’s name in conjunction with the site, with Kirton, there is nothing. 
 
    Hot, tired, and overwhelmingly frustrated, I turn my attention to my mother’s bookcase, pulling down worn novels with battered covers, a mix of classic fiction, crime novels and some racy looking Mills and Boon paperbacks. I can picture her, sat in the garden when it was warm, a book in her hand, her glasses pushed up her nose, or in the kitchen when the weather was rotten, her feet up on the kitchen chair in front of her. I pause for a moment, my throat thickening with the memory of before. Sitting in her armchair, I flick through the pages of an old Stephen King novel that has my dad’s name written on the inside of the front cover. The pages fall open at a break in the spine, and a dried four-leaf clover falls out. 
 
    I stoop to the floor to pick it up, the leaves dry and papery between my fingers. I gave her this. I found it, out in the meadow that last summer. She had been sad and a little distant, because that week had been the anniversary of my father’s death. I had been supposed to meet Megan in the meadow, but she hadn’t shown up. I hadn’t been that surprised — she’d let me down more and more frequently as the weeks had gone by, saying she’d meet me and then either turning up hours after we agreed, or not showing at all — but I had been annoyed that day, feeling that Megan could have made more of an effort. She knew the relevance of that week, and I had felt a scratching irritation beneath my skin at the thought of something else being more important to her than me. Lying on my stomach on the browning grass, I had found the clover, tucked it into the pocket of my shorts and carried it home, laying it on the table next to my mother’s plate when she called me for dinner. She had smiled, but tears had burned bright behind her eyes. A few moments later she had asked me what was going on, why was I being so odd? Was it a boy? 
 
    I close my eyes now, remembering that day. 
 
    ‘Is there anything you want to talk about?’ Mum pushes her plate away, and I feel my cheeks start to burn. 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing?’ She looks closely at me, ‘only . . . you’d tell me, wouldn’t you? If you had a boyfriend?’ She holds up a hand before I can speak. ‘I’m just saying you can tell me anything, you know?’ 
 
    ‘I know. And I don’t, OK? There isn’t anything to tell.’ I shove my chair back and run up the stairs to my bedroom, throwing myself down on the bed. The air is thick and sultry, it has been hot all week, and the forecasters are saying there is no sign of the weather breaking just yet. Does she know? She can’t know. The only people who know are Sarah Clarke and Jenny Milne. They were the only ones in the changing rooms after PE when I said it. I picture the look on Jenny’s face as the words tumbled out, her pencilled-on eyebrows almost disappearing under her hairline before she made me repeat it. 
 
    Now, my cheeks burn hot and fiery as I remember that day. Would it all have turned out differently if I had confided in my mum when she asked? If I had said, something has happened, and I don’t know what to do to put it right? I tuck the dried clover leaf back inside the paperback and place it back on the shelf, throwing open the front and back doors to allow the air to circulate and open my laptop again. The mystery burrows away beneath my skin, an itch that can’t be scratched, and I know I am becoming obsessed with the idea of Violet, but I can’t help it. I type her name into the search bar. 
 
    The primary hits are for a Dutch porn actress, and I have to scroll on to the third page before I find any mention of the Violet I’m looking for. The same small newspaper article I already have is the only mention of her disappearance and I can’t help but feel disappointed. Is it because her family — bar Ivy — are all convinced she isn’t missing, she just ran away? Or is the lack of coverage due to the fact that she grew up on a traveller site? Do people just not care? There is something about that idea that tears a hole in my chest, opening up the grief I am already feeling over the loss of my mother. Someone must know something — must have seen something. 
 
    I navigate to Facebook, typing her name into the search bar. There are more Violet Monroes than I was expecting, and I scroll past Violets in California, London, and Las Vegas before eventually finding the right profile. When I click on it, Violet is instantly recognisable in her profile picture. It looks recent, and not dissimilar to the picture that someone — Ivy, I presume — gave to the newspapers. She wears a flowing purple top, blue jeans and a cream scarf tied jauntily around her neck. Her hair has a blue streak in the front, and she looks like the kind of girl I would have wanted to be friends with when I was her age. The kind of girl I wanted to be when I was her age. I click through her profile pictures, but they are all fairly recent and show her alone in every photo. There aren’t many, and when I return to her main profile, I see it is open to all to see, but hasn’t been used much. She posted once every three months or so, sporadically, and nothing of any great importance, until the last post, posted the day she disappeared. It’s a photo of Violet, smiling and holding her fingers up in a peace sign. The sky behind her is gun-metal grey, and her hair is damp as if she has been caught in the rain. In the background, I can make out the spire of the church, people milling about behind her and when I look at the date, I realise what I am looking at. It’s Violet at the summer festival. Every year on Kirton the island holds a summer festival. A small stage is erected on the far side of the meadow and bands come over from the mainland to play for drunk islanders and day-trippers. Father Joe sets up stalls in the churchyard, allowing people to sell jam, homemade bits of tat and bric-a-brac, cakes and a tombola where the best prize you can win is the good whisky that Gloria has confiscated from some poor soul. Hordes of day-trippers come over on the tiny ferry from the mainland to spend the day drinking, dancing, and wasting their money on shite, filling the island with their crisp bank notes and unruly children. Reaching for my notepad, I scrawl the date at the bottom of the page, double checking with the newspaper article. 15th June. The last day that Violet was seen, she spent the day at the festival, but who was she with? Who took the photograph? Ivy, or someone else? Rereading the article, I jot down a note beside the date that Violet was seen on the Old Lighthouse Road. The Old Lighthouse Road is the main road that runs around the island, leading from the west side, following the coast right the way around the island to the harbour. I pause, tapping my pen against my teeth. If Violet was running away, why would she be on the Old Lighthouse Road? Surely, if she didn’t want to be seen she would have walked the way I did when I visited the camp, across the moors and meadow where she wouldn’t be spotted. I feel a lurching sensation in my stomach, familiar and not altogether unwelcome. The sensation that something isn’t right — half excitement, half fear — and well known from my days on the newspaper. The unmistakable hunch that I was right, there is a story here after all. 
 
    I need to figure out a timeline. I turn over the notepad to a fresh page, and write 15th June at the bottom, noting Violet’s attendance at the festival and making a note to find out who she was with. What was she doing in the days that led up to her disappearance? 
 
    Flicking back to Violet’s Facebook page I scroll further down, but the previous post is from three months before, a photo of Violet holding a new baby, Ivy grinning in the background. Violet looks proud as punch, giving credence to Ivy’s insistence that she wouldn’t have left her nephew. Next, I pull up her friends list. It isn’t huge — she only has ninety-seven friends — one of them being Mia Rose, Sarah’s daughter, and I spot Ivy straight away. Her profile is locked though, and as I scroll through the few friends Violet does have most of them are either locked or haven’t used their Facebook accounts for months. One name does stand out though, and I feel my pulse spike as I click on his name. Gabe Kelly. 
 
    His profile picture is him, standing on the tor on the other side of the island. His back is to the camera, his hair lifting in the wind, and he looks broad across his shoulders. Strong. He hasn’t used the profile, at least not that I can see, unless he has made every post private. He has several friends, but when I scroll through them, Violet’s is the only name I recognise. How does he know her? I remember him telling us at Gloria’s dinner that he was visiting some family friends, but if that was the Monroe family then why isn’t he friends with Ivy too? Why isn’t he friends with anyone else on the island? 
 
    Picturing his face as he escorted me from the traveller site, his features set and stern, I reach for my notepad and jot down some questions. Why was Gabe so keen for me to leave without speaking to Ivy properly? Where was he the day Violet disappeared? Could it have been him who took the photo of Violet at the festival? I pull up the photograph of Violet at the festival again, right-clicking it to save it to the file marked “Violet Monroe” on my laptop and wishing I still had access to the shit hot laser printer at the newspaper offices. Zooming in, I scan the photograph, peering at the faces in the background, trying to figure out what it is that is causing the lurch in my stomach. 
 
    ‘Rebecca?’ 
 
    I jump, my heart leaping into my throat as a figure appears in the hallway, a silhouette outlined in the light that streams in behind them. 
 
    ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to make you jump.’ Stephen steps forward, an apologetic look on his face. ‘I’ve been trying to get hold of you and when you didn’t reply I got worried.’ 
 
    ‘Shit, you scared me. I thought you were Gabe for a moment.’ I have been staring at the photograph so hard, searching for evidence he was with Violet that day that for a moment it was his frame I saw in the doorway. My eyes go to the window where Stephen’s car is just visible in the parking space outside his house. I never even heard him come home. ‘Sorry . . . my phone . . .’ I look down at the screen where it tells me I have three missed calls from Stephen and a text from Megan. ‘It was on silent.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t realise you were working . . .’ Stephen comes to stand beside me his eyes flickering over the screen. ‘Is that . . . Violet?’ 
 
    ‘I lost track of time.’ I close the lid of the laptop, suddenly strangely reluctant to share what I have found out about Violet. She feels close, as if she is my friend too, and I think now there is a story here, and I will find it. ‘Were we meant to be meeting?’ 
 
    ‘Ahhh, no.’ Stephen looks sheepish. ‘I just wondered if you fancied a drink. Maybe something to eat at the pub. But say no, if you’re busy, it’s no bother.’ 
 
    As if in response, my stomach lets out a growl. ‘I’d love to. Let me grab my bag.’ I push the chair back, snatch up my bag and follow Stephen out onto the sea path. As we pass out on to the road to the harbour, Gabe’s white van rattles around the corner at speed, and I step back onto the pavement. 
 
    ‘Rebecca?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. Coming.’ I tuck my arm through his, relieved he is here, and I don’t have to worry about bumping into Gabe on my own. It’s just the rest of the island that I still have to avoid. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The pub is crowded, and thanks to the heatwave there is an early onset of tourists, meaning we have to squeeze onto one of the tables at the back of the pub, an idea that appeals to me. Stephen orders a burger, and I do too, noticing Sarah Clarke sitting at a table at the opposite end of the pub with three girlfriends, all of them huddled over a bottle of wine, flicking their hair and laughing. When she catches my eye Sarah looks at me with disdain, her nose wrinkling, before she turns back to her friends, whispering as she glances back at me and letting out a peal of laughter. Mean girl behaviour. I feel as if I am sixteen again. 
 
    Stephen talks about a meeting at the church, making plans for the festival, and how Gloria always seems to appear when Father Joe is around, and I nod and smile politely, waiting for a break in the conversation so I can bring up Violet being at the festival last year. 
 
    ‘So, how’s the book coming along?’ Stephen changes the subject. 
 
    ‘Oh, you know. Slowly.’ I laugh, then sip at my wine. ‘It’s difficult to find information when no one on the island wants to speak to you.’ 
 
    ‘You’re still going ahead with writing about Violet?’ Stephen’s voice is low, and I have to lean in to hear him. 
 
    ‘It’s all I’ve thought about.’ I think about confessing to snooping in Owen’s office for a fraction of a second. Instead, I settle for, ‘I’ve been doing some research on Violet. I think she was at the festival the day she disappeared.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Stephen leans back in his chair, his brow wrinkled as he thinks. ‘You know what, I vaguely recall it was around the time of the festival that she disappeared. Obviously, no one on the island realised she was gone until a day or so later when Ivy called the police.’ 
 
    ‘Do you remember seeing her at the festival?’ 
 
    Stephen pulls an apologetic face. ‘No, I can’t say that I do. It doesn’t necessarily mean she wasn’t there though. I hadn’t been here very long at that point, so I didn’t really know anyone.’ 
 
    ‘What about Gabe? Or Owen? Do you remember seeing either of them?’ 
 
    Stephen shakes his head. ‘Sorry Becky. That weekend is the Duke of Edinburgh weekend for the kids, so I was helping with the arrangements for that, and I’ll be honest that was on my mind first and foremost. It was my first time organising it here, so I needed it to go well.’ 
 
    ‘I thought that was Owen’s thing.’ 
 
    ‘It is usually . . . but he didn’t go last year. I can’t remember what his reasoning was. I was going to step in for him but then one of the PE teachers offered to go instead.’ 
 
    Owen didn’t go on the Duke of Edinburgh trip. He was here, on Kirton for the festival. I see his handwriting, “Cork” scrawled across 15th June in his diary. ‘Was the trip to Cork?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. How did you know?’ 
 
    ‘Call it women’s intuition. Let me get the next round.’ I need space to process what Stephen has told me, and before he can argue I am on my feet, threading my way between bands of tourists, their accents making me homesick for London, as I make my way to the ladies. 
 
    I don’t see him at first as I leave the ladies, wiping my still damp hands on my jeans. I don’t see him until his arm shoots out, barring my way back into the bar from the corridor. 
 
    ‘Well, fancy seeing you here.’ Liam Rose’s voice is too loud, too slurred, his beery breath wafting into my face. ‘The nerve of it. Who do you think you are, waltzing back in here like nothing happened?’ 
 
    I raise my eyes to meet his, trying to stifle the fear that beats a frantic tattoo in my chest. ‘Liam, I was going to come and see you.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t want you round here, when are you going to get that?’ He leans in closer, spittle landing on my cheek, and I have to clench my fist to resist wiping it away. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Liam. I really am. I’ve been meaning to come and see you to tell you that I am really, dreadfully, desperately sorry for what happened with Marcus. I never meant for any of it to happen. And if I could go back and change things I would.’ 
 
    ‘Too fucking late though, isn’t it? What you did destroyed him, destroyed our family. You need to leave, before things get worse for you.’ 
 
    ‘Liam, I didn’t know that Marcus was going to . . . to do what he did.’ The words choke out of me, thick and sharp, scratching at my throat. 
 
    ‘Like I said, you need to leave, before someone does the same to you. Take this as a warning, it’s no more than you deserve.’ He takes a deep breath and I suddenly have the overwhelming feeling that he is about to spit in my face. ‘Now go on, get the fuck out of here. Before I go back in there and tell your new boyfriend that you’re a murderer.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    My eyes are sore, my face swollen from crying as I sit in my mother’s armchair, letting the soft fabric mould itself around me. After Liam’s brutal words, he had finally dropped his arm and I had pushed past him, almost knocking Sarah over in my haste to leave the pub. Fear had crossed her face briefly, before she moved to Liam, wrapping her arm around him as I fled across the crowded pub and out into the cooling evening air. 
 
    Stephen has finally given up calling me, now that the sun is starting to make its way up the horizon, turning the dark inky blackness of night into a pastel palette of rose, pink, and gold. I had caught my name on his lips as I shoved my way out of the pub last night, tears blinding me as I ran out onto the sea path, towards home. I will have to tell him why I left, but I can’t yet. The thought of it makes me go cold, my blood freezing in my veins. 
 
    My phone lights up with another message from Megan, despite the early hour. I deleted the last one without reading it, not sure I am able to bear her anger and disappointment in me, but this time I swipe. After what Liam Rose said to me yesterday, I’m not sure anything she says now could make me feel any worse. 
 
    B, are you OK? Someone told me you left the pub upset last night. Please, just let me know you’re all right. 
 
    I let out a breath. 
 
    Had a run-in with Liam Rose. 
 
    Seconds later my phone lights up with an incoming call, Megan’s face filling the screen with a photo that we took together when I first came back. 
 
    ‘Becky? What happened?’ Her voice is husky, as if she has just woken up. 
 
    ‘He was in the pub, and I was there with Stephen for a drink. He stopped me as I was coming out of the toilets.’ I pause, swallowing hard, the memory of the fear that rose up in my chest as Liam barred my way sharp and bright in my mind. ‘I apologised to him.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Becky. He didn’t take it very well, then?’ 
 
    ‘I knew he wouldn’t. I knew it was a mistake to go to the pub last night, but I wanted to get out of the house. When I saw Liam, I had to apologise and let him know that I’ve never stopped regretting what I did to Marcus.’ 
 
    Megan is quiet on the other end of the line. Then she says, ‘You sound dreadful, Becky. Have you even slept at all?’ 
 
    ‘Not really.’ Tiredness tugs at my bones, and I feel nauseous with exhaustion, but every time I close my eyes, I see Liam, looming over me, the scent of beer and hatred coming off him in waves. ‘He told me to leave. I think it’s him, leaving the photo of Marcus, smashing the milk bottles. I think he’s trying to drive me away.’ 
 
    ‘Possibly.’ Megan’s voice is low, as if she doesn’t want to disturb anyone her end. ‘Look Becky, seeing Liam was always going to be a big thing. But you’ve done it now — please don’t get it into your head that going to his house or seeing his parents to apologise is going to make things any better. The best thing you can do to put right what happened is to leave it. Don’t go dragging up the past, not when most of us here have learnt to live with it.’ There is an edge to her voice, something there that I can’t quite read. ‘There are other things you can do if you want to make things right.’ 
 
    Yes, there are. I can find Violet Monroe. I get to my feet and move to the window as Stephen closes his front door behind him and gets into his car. I should apologise to him, too, I think, for walking out on him in the pub. 
 
    ‘. . . time with Evie.’ Megan is saying in my ear. ‘That’s something you can do to help put things right.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm? Yes. Yes, of course,’ I say, ‘there are other things I can do, and being with Evie is definitely one of them. I promise I won’t go to see the Roses.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    I hang up, get dressed and quickly drink a cup of hot, black coffee, before throwing a bottle of water into my small backpack and stepping outside. I might have promised that I wouldn’t speak to the Roses, but I never said anything about not talking about Violet. As I step out on to the sea path, I see Owen Murphy ahead of me, walking the same path he did before. 
 
    ‘Hey,’ I shout. ‘Wait! Owen!’ 
 
    He turns, frowning as he sees me hurrying along the sea path towards him. ‘Becky?’ 
 
    ‘Owen. What are you doing here?’ For the second morning in a row. 
 
    ‘Walking. Is that a problem?’ Owen stares hard at me, before he carries on walking, down the path towards the beach. 
 
    ‘No.’ Panting slightly I catch him up, falling into step with him. ‘I just wondered if you needed something. There’s nothing along this part of the sea path apart from my house, and Stephen’s house, just the hill once you pass us.’ 
 
    ‘I like walking. Perhaps I took a wrong turn.’ He slows and turns to face me. ‘Was there something you wanted, Becky?’ He steps closer to me, making my skin prickle. 
 
    ‘There was one thing.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Violet Monroe.’ I watch his face for a reaction and am rewarded with a slight widening of his eyes. ‘You knew her.’  
 
    ‘I know most of the children at St Benedict’s.’ 
 
    ‘You’re Head of Pastoral Care, aren’t you? If she didn’t attend school regularly surely you would have been one of the teachers to deal with it.’ 
 
    ‘If she didn’t attend. Maybe she did.’ 
 
    ‘Did she talk to you, Owen? Did she come to you about something she couldn’t speak to her family about?’ 
 
    Owen shakes his head, pressing his lips together to suppress a smile. ‘I couldn’t tell you even if she did, Becky. Now, if you’ll excuse me.’ 
 
    I step in front of him, barring his way. ‘But she’s missing. And she went to your school. Surely you must be concerned.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone at the school would be concerned if she was missing, which her family say is not the case.’ 
 
    ‘I’m speaking to everyone who might have known her, trying to build up a picture of the events that led to her disappearance. And seeing as you did know her . . .’ 
 
    Owen sighs, pushing his glasses further up his nose. He is good-looking in a bland, characterless way, and now he turns a smile on me, dazzling and charming, but I am not fooled. ‘I taught her briefly. She was bright, a clever girl. A good student.’ 
 
    ‘Did she have a boyfriend?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ His tone is sharp, the charming smile dropping slightly. ‘I have no idea. Look, Becky, I have to go . . .’ 
 
    ‘What about before she disappeared?’ I put out a hand but stop before I touch him, not wanting my skin on his. ‘Violet was at the summer festival the day she disappeared. Were you there?’ 
 
    Owen shakes his head. ‘No. I can’t help you, Becky. I don’t know anything about Violet. I have to go.’ And he strides away, crossing the road and disappearing around the bend into the village. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I wait until Owen is out of sight before I walk slowly along the sea path towards the harbour, thinking over the conversation with him, knowing that something he said doesn’t sit quite right with me. The beach is busy already with the first of the day-trippers, and it will only get worse the further we get into summer. The thought makes my stomach lurch as I think about Violet. She would have had to walk past the pub, the restaurant, both filled with islanders and tourists on her way to the jetty, which is why her taking the Old Lighthouse Road to the jetty doesn’t make sense. It is the quickest route, but it also would have made her the most visible. If she was running away, why not cut through the fields, past my house, and then along a short section of the sea path, minimising the risk of bumping in to anyone who might ask where she was going? 
 
    Passing the pub, and then the restaurant, I am aware of the people who already fill the spaces, despite the early hour. It would have been even more crowded on the day Violet disappeared, if the weather wasn’t great. The Old Lighthouse Road winds from the harbour, past the last of the village houses, and up past a whole lot of nothing towards the western side of the island, where the camp is. Now, my footsteps slow as I hear the traveller camp. It is less visible from this side, the trees that line the back of Ivy’s caravan adding a layer of privacy, and I force myself onwards. Violet walked this way on that day, and I soak up my surroundings, putting myself in her shoes. 
 
    Shouting drifts over on the breeze and I slow as I approach the trees. The back of the barn is visible, and as I watch I see Gabe, then the smoking man who watched me so intently the other day, approach. They walk closely together, heads bent, before Gabe looks around and pulls a key from his pocket. They disappear from view, but I hear the scrape of the barn doors as they open. 
 
    I glance towards Ivy’s van, wondering if she’s home, my thighs beginning to ache as I hold my position behind the old oak tree. Finally, after what feels like an interminable amount of time, Gabe and the smoking man exit the barn, Gabe wiping his hands over his jeans as the smoking man laughs and claps him on the back. I creep forward, once they disappear from view, pins and needles starting in my left foot. There is something in that barn, I can feel it. Many people scoff at the idea of women’s intuition and hunches, but I am a big believer in it. I had a hunch about Robin Becker from the start. 
 
    Dust covers my trainers as I creep towards the dilapidated building, my pulse crashing in my ears. I am already thinking about the call I will make if I find something, nervous dread creeping over me as I reach the grime-covered windows. Standing on tiptoe, I raise a hand to swipe at the glass, rubbing a portal into the dirt. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ 
 
    A shout from the side makes me overbalance and I stumble, my mouth going dry. 
 
    ‘You. What the fuck do you want?’ The smoking man strides towards me, a cigarette clamped in his mouth once more. 
 
    ‘I just—’ 
 
    ‘You were told before.’ He looms over me now, his breath reeking of old smoke and something bitter. ‘So I’ll ask you again, what the fuck do you want?’ 
 
    ‘I just wanted . . . I’m looking for Violet.’ 
 
    The man screws his face up, his shoulders tight and tense. ‘She’s not here. And you fucking know that. We know who you are, you know.’ He leans in, pressing me back against the splintery frame of the barn, his gaze running over my face, my breasts, lingering for too long. ‘I can show you something, if that’s what you want—’ 
 
    ‘Martin. Leave her.’ 
 
    I have never been so happy to hear Gabe’s voice, but that soon dissipates when he shoves Martin out of the way and grabs me, pulling me close. ‘Gabe, please—’ 
 
    ‘What is it going to take for you to get the message?’ It’s his turn to loom over me, his hands gripping my forearms, as the timber behind scratches at my clothes. ‘I told you before, you need to mind your business.’ 
 
    ‘Why aren’t you worried about Violet? Why do you think she just ran off?’ The words leave me in a gasp, my mouth still dusty and parched. ‘I know you’re hiding something.’ 
 
    Gabe’s face changes, as he shoves me away from him, picking up my backpack from the path and throwing it in my direction. ‘Get out of here, Rebecca. Don’t make me tell you again.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    The church is cool and dark when I step inside, my hands still shaking from my encounter with Gabe and Martin at the camp. I had hurried back on to the Old Lighthouse Road, my breath catching in my chest, too afraid to turn around to see if Gabe was watching me leave. I hadn’t slowed until the church spire was in view. 
 
    ‘Becky! How are you, love?’ Gloria appears in the doorway to Father Joe’s office, a tea towel in her hands. ‘I’ve just made tea, if you fancy a cup?’ 
 
    ‘No thanks Gloria. I was after Father Joe, if he’s around?’ 
 
    ‘Yes darlin’, he’s here somewhere. Joe?’ She calls back into the office, and a few seconds later Father Joe appears. 
 
    ‘Becky. What can I do for you?’ His voice is warm, and it takes me back to those boring, fidgety Sunday mornings, stuck in a pew with my mother one side, my father the other, trying desperately to sit still. 
 
    ‘Father Joe, I wondered if I could talk to you about the summer festival.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ He gives me a cheeky wink. ‘Are you thinking of joining the committee? Stephen has been terribly helpful, I’m sure he’d welcome an extra pair of hands.’ 
 
    ‘I hadn’t really thought about it yet.’ I smile, shaking my head. ‘No, I wanted to ask you about last year’s festival. The day Violet Monroe disappeared.’ 
 
    Father Joe drops the smile and folds his hands in front of him. ‘Very unfortunate,’ he says, ‘I don’t know the family, but I do feel for them. Such a shame she felt she had to leave.’ 
 
    A knot of frustration grows in my belly. Why is everyone so convinced Violet chose to leave? ‘Do you remember seeing her on the day of the festival? She was there.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I saw her. I remember she bought a few bits from the bric-a-brac stall. Things she probably didn’t need, but she seemed happy to donate.’ 
 
    ‘Was she there with anyone? I’m just trying to figure out what actually happened that day.’ 
 
    ‘Her sister, possibly.’ Father Joe frowns, his brow crinkling, and I realise how much older he suddenly seems. I thought he was old when I was a child, but now I notice the age spots at his temples and the paper-thin skin of his hands. ‘I’m not too sure, my memory isn’t what it was.’ He smiles, apologetic. 
 
    ‘It’s OK. I was just hoping to find out who saw her that day, but I guess it was busy.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes.’ Father Joe nods emphatically. ‘There were lots of people there. Most of the island I would say, and of course there were lots of visitors from the mainland.’ Movement from the door catches my eye, and Gabe appears with a tool bag in his hand. I look away, my face burning, as my pulse judders. He raises a hand in a wave to Father Joe, ignoring me and making his way to the back of the church. ‘The school had a stall, selling some of the Sixth Form artwork to raise money for their own roof repairs. And Gabe was there.’ 
 
    Convinced I can feel Gabe’s eyes on me from the shadowy chancel, I thank Father Joe, promising to catch up with Stephen to see what I can do to help with this year’s festival, before I beat a hasty retreat. As I leave, I see Gabe step towards Father Joe, his eyes following me as I step out into the bright sunshine and my steps quicken. So, Gabe was also at the festival the day Violet went missing. How interesting. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The evening of the dance is sultry and hot, and I wish Stephen had rejected my offer to chaperone but seeing as I already had a valid DBS check, he leapt at it. Following my conversation with Father Joe I returned home and wrote everything he’d told me down in my notepad, trying to figure out exactly what this all means. Why would Violet buy bric-a-brac if she was planning on leaving? To make it look as though she was behaving as normal? All I seem to have ended up with is more questions. I have tried calling Ivy several times, but her phone just keeps disconnecting and I wonder if Gabe has persuaded her to block my number. I had clicked on to Violet’s Facebook profile over and over again hoping to find something I had missed, but if it was there, I couldn’t see it. I need to see Ivy, I think, take a risk, and make another visit to the traveller site before I can go any further. 
 
    Finally, at seven o’clock I arrive at the gate to St Benedict’s. I can hear the faint thud of music coming from the hall, and there are gaggles of students hanging around outside, the sickly sweet scent of vape — and other — smoke on the air, even though the dance doesn’t officially start until seven thirty. 
 
    The older woman who was on reception the day I visited Megan signs me in, and I walk into the almost empty hall. It has been decorated with paper streamers and balloons, with a table set up with a punchbowl full of orange liquid and bowls of crisps and tiny sausages. It feels like a prom from an American rom-com, not the shabby hall of St Benedict’s, on our tiny island. 
 
    ‘Becky.’ Owen appears before me, dressed in a suit despite the heat. I feel prickly and sweaty, my hair sticking to the back of my neck. I wear a linen dress, light blue with large pockets, and now I feel a little underdressed. ‘Kind of you to offer to chaperone this evening.’ 
 
    ‘Evie asked me. I didn’t want to let her down.’ There is no sign of Stephen, and I wonder where he is, hoping it won’t just be me and Owen all evening. 
 
    ‘You know what to do, I take it?’ Owen nods towards the open door, where the students are starting to enter. They are all dressed to the nines, the girls especially in tiny dresses, their hair curled or straightened, faces glittering with highlighter and eyeshadow, giggling as they pass Owen who smiles indulgently in return. ‘They’ll all be on a bit of a mission tonight, so keep an eye out for booze, anything that isn’t a cigarette . . . pills. And don’t let them wander off in the dark, I don’t want to be held accountable for any teenage pregnancies.’ 
 
    His words make my stomach roll. ‘I know what to look for.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ He looks me over, his eyes lingering too long on my bare legs. ‘You were a student here, weren’t you? I forgot you probably have far more experience when it comes to students and teachers at St Benedict’s than I do.’ 
 
    Waves of heat rise in my cheeks, and I shift uncomfortably on my cork wedges. ‘It was a long time ago,’ I say eventually, glad to see Evie enter the hall with three other girls. ‘If you could excuse me.’ I walk over to Evie to say hello, trying not to let Owen know that his words have shaken me. It’s harder than I thought, being back here. The smell of cheap aftershave and sweat on the air takes me back to the last dance of our summer term in 2007, just a few days before I told Sarah and Jenny about Marcus. 
 
    Megan is dancing with Ryan Baker, and I am standing alone by the punchbowl. Someone, probably Sarah or Jenny, has spiked it with vodka and as I take another sip, the sticky, sickly drink sliding its way down my throat, I feel a bubble of nausea. It is hot in the hall, too hot, and I am sick of it. I want the weather to break, for the sky to crack with thunder and lightning, for it to rain and rain. Jenny points at me, whispering something in Sarah’s ear as they both burst out laughing. They are laughing at me, I can tell. Is it my hair? It goes frizzy in the heat. Or maybe my shoes? I wanted some cute heels from New Look, but my mother said we couldn’t afford them. Megan offered me a pair of hers, but my feet are bigger than hers, so I am wearing a pair of my mother’s black court shoes that don’t quite go with the skirt and top I am wearing. Jenny and Sarah both wear jeans, with shimmery, strappy tops and I wish I hadn’t let my mother persuade me into wearing this outfit. 
 
    ‘Are you OK, Becky?’ Marcus Rose appears in front of me, dressed in a tracksuit as usual, although it’s Nike and looks brand new. ‘You don’t look too good.’ 
 
    I shake my head and place my plastic cup on the table, hoping he doesn’t smell the vodka on my breath. ‘A bit hot,’ I stammer, ‘I feel a bit sick to be honest.’ 
 
    ‘Here, come on. Let’s get you outside.’ He takes my arm and leads me towards the open doors and out into the velvety darkness beyond. I’m not lying, I do feel sick, but not so sick that I don’t notice the way Jenny nudges Sarah, her mouth open in surprise as she never takes her eyes from where Marcus Rose’s hand lies on my arm. 
 
    Once outside, a wave of dizziness comes over me and I stagger slightly. ‘Shit.’ 
 
    ‘Becky, have you been drinking?’ His face peers at me, his hands digging into the tops of my arms as he holds me steady. 
 
    ‘Little bit.’ I press my hand to my mouth, but it is too late, I lean over and throw up on my mother’s shoes, vomit splattering the front of Marcus’s pristine white t-shirt. ‘Oh God,’ I moan, ‘I’m so sorry. Please don’t tell anyone.’ 
 
    ‘Oh Jesus, Becky.’ He looks down at the rainbow puddle by my feet, grimacing at the sour splatter across his t-shirt, before stepping round the corner of the building. Once he’s out of sight I lean against the wall and pull in deep breaths. 
 
    ‘Right. Stay there for a minute.’  
 
    I do as he says but can’t resist peeking as he pulls off his tracksuit top, and then his hands are at the hem of his t-shirt and as he pulls it over his head, I get a flash of taut, tanned stomach and a tiny, heart-shaped mole on his shoulder. Suddenly sober as a judge, I turn and face the wall, until Marcus tells me I can turn around. He’s pulled his tracksuit top back on, a smattering of chest hair peeping above the slightly open zip. 
 
    ‘Feeling better?’ 
 
    I nod, sheepish. ‘I’m so sorry . . . this is so embarrassing. You won’t tell anyone, will you?’ 
 
    ‘No, I won’t tell. But you need to get home. Shall I call your mum?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do it. Will I be in trouble?’ 
 
    ‘I just said I won’t tell, didn’t I?’ He smiles at me and my stomach lurches. I wonder what it would be like to kiss him, to feel the weight of him on top of me, and my cheeks burn. ‘Just so long as you call your mum now. Come on, I’ll walk you to the gate, stay with you while you wait for her.’ 
 
    I follow him back around into the playground towards the gate, letting my arm brush against his as we walk. I see Jenny, smoking in the far corner of the playground, and feel her gaze on me, on him, as we walk together. 
 
    Now, I feel that same, sicky feeling, and wish once again that the weather would break. The dance is in full swing now, and despite what Evie said the boys are dancing with the girls, to music that is foreign to me. I scan the room for Stephen and spy him standing by the punch bowl talking to one of the girls who came in with Evie. He says something that makes her laugh and flick her hair back, and I wish I had a cup of spiked punch, something to drown out the familiar feeling of not quite belonging. As if sensing my eyes on him Stephen looks up, meeting my eye. He says something to the girl and strides towards me, making my breath catch in my throat. 
 
    ‘Miss Gannon, what a pleasure.’ Stephen takes my hand and squeezes it, as my stomach flips. ‘So glad you could make it. I thought you’d dumped me after the other night.’ 
 
    ‘I can explain about that later,’ I say in a low voice. ‘I’m glad you’re here — I thought it was just me and Owen for the night.’ 
 
    ‘I got caught up in something at home,’ Stephen says, his eyes never leaving my face. ‘I’m glad I made it now though.’ He leans in close, his beard tickling my jaw as he whispers into my ear. ‘Meet me in the stationery cupboard?’ 
 
    I pull back, shocked, to see him laughing. ‘Oh God, you . . .’ I laugh, and wriggle away from him. ‘I’m terribly busy,’ I call over my shoulder as I walk away, leaving him grinning at me from the edge of the dance floor. Owen smirks and raises an eyebrow as I pass, and I realise with a sickening lurch that he has just witnessed the entire exchange. 
 
    I confiscate a joint, hold a girl’s hair back while she’s sick in the ladies, and break up a very intimate grope in the corridor before the music winds down and students begin to drift away. I had told Evie that I would walk her home, but when I enter the hall to find her, it is almost empty and there is no sign of her. There is no sign of Stephen either. I poke my head into the girls bathroom, but she isn’t there, nor is she in the playground. I grab a passing student by the arm, sure she is one of the girls who came in with Evie. 
 
    ‘Evie Brazil? Have you seen her?’ The girl shakes her head, and I notice her glazed eyes. Obviously, I didn’t do as good a job at chaperoning as I thought. ‘Is someone walking you home?’ Another girl comes alongside us and takes her arm, leading her away as I turn back towards the hall. The last stragglers are leaving now, and I have just pulled out my phone to call Evie when I see the glint of a cigarette in the darkness, along the side of the building. The spot where I was sick on Marcus’s top sixteen years ago. 
 
    ‘Evie?’ As I get closer, I see it is her, lit cigarette by her side, and she isn’t alone. Owen stands over her, one hand against the wall as she leans against it, his head angled down towards hers. It is curiously intimate, and an alarm bell chimes in the back of my mind. ‘Hey! Get away from her!’ I push at his arm, knocking him off centre. ‘Evie, are you OK?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Her voice is slightly slurred, as she raises her eyes to mine, bringing the cigarette to her mouth. 
 
    ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing, Owen? She’s fifteen. You’re her fucking teacher.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ Owen’s eyes are like flint as he turns to face me, his eyebrows raised behind the black frames of his glasses. 
 
    ‘Then what are you doing out here with her, all over her like that?’ 
 
    ‘Becky, I’m not sure what you’re insinuating but Evie is drunk. I was trying to help.’ 
 
    ‘It didn’t look that way to me.’ I look at Evie, who is squinting in her attempts to focus. ‘Evie, did he hurt you? Touch you at all?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, for fucks sake,’ Owen sighs, running a hand through his hair. ‘Don’t be so ridiculous. I told you; I was trying to help.’ 
 
    ‘I know what you were trying to do,’ I hiss, ‘I’m not an idiot, Owen.’ 
 
    ‘And I could say the same about you, Becky. Everyone on this island knows the kind of person you are. I’d be careful if I were you.’ He stares at me a little too long, pinning me under his gaze. ‘Evie has had too much to drink. I suggest you get her home.’ 
 
    He turns on his heel, past a gawping group of teenagers that have yet to stumble their way out of the gate, leaving me shaking and dizzy. I reach out a hand to Evie and walk her towards the exit, almost jumping out of my skin as a figure looms out of the darkness. 
 
    ‘Stephen!’ I press my hand to my chest, my mouth dry. ‘I thought you’d left. What on earth are you doing out here?’ Evie snickers under her breath. 
 
    ‘Making sure Mia Rose and her crew get safely off home. What was that with Owen? Everything all right?’ 
 
    ‘It’s nothing. Everything is fine.’ 
 
    ‘You sure? It looked pretty intense.’ 
 
    ‘It’s fine, honestly. It’s nothing, I promise.’ I ignore the creeping unease that crawls over me as I picture the way Owen leaned into Evie. Inappropriate is the word that springs to mind. There was something inappropriate about it. 
 
    Stephen falls into step on the other side of Evie, letting her lean on him. ‘She had too much?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, despite my best chaperoning efforts. I’m sorry about the other night. About leaving the pub. And I’m sorry I didn’t call or text you back.’ 
 
    ‘Was it Liam Rose?’ Stephen looks over Evie’s head at me and I nod. ‘You don’t have to tell me anything if you don’t want to.’ Evie hiccups, and I press my lips together. 
 
    I look down at my feet, at the cork wedges so different to the black court shoes I wore sixteen years ago. It’s only a matter of time before Stephen finds out why everyone on this island hates me. Why Liam Rose, or whoever it is, is trying to force me to leave. Maybe it’s better for Stephen to hear the story from me, than from someone else who can twist it to suit the narrative? The very thought of raking it all up, of telling someone who wasn’t there what happened makes me go hot, then cold, but I nod slowly. 
 
    ‘Let me get Evie home safe, and then come back to mine, if you want. I’ll tell you everything.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Megan’s house is quiet when I gently lead Evie up the front path. A single light glows from the kitchen as I open the door, guiding her inside, and Mickey’s face appears around the door frame. 
 
    ‘Thanks for getting her home safely.’ His voice is a whisper, and he points towards the ceiling. ‘Meg’s asleep, I said I’d wait up for Evie.’ 
 
    ‘You might want to get a glass of water into her before she goes to bed.’ I look to where Evie has begun rummaging in the fridge. 
 
    ‘We’ve all been there, rite of passage at St Benedict’s, isn’t it?’ Mickey says with a grin, before realising what he has said. The smile slides from his face. ‘Sorry, I . . .’ 
 
    ‘I should go. Tell Megan I’ll meet her on the beach in the morning, like we used to.’ 
 
    ‘Will you be OK getting home? If you hang on ten minutes, I’ll walk you back,’ Mickey offers. Something tight squeezes in my chest, hard and green with envy. Megan was right, Mickey is a good man. 
 
    ‘I’m fine. Stephen is waiting outside. Thanks, though.’ Mickey raises an eyebrow and I laugh. ‘See you later, Evie. Paracetamol and water, remember?’ 
 
    ‘Night.’ Evie waves a hand sloppily in my direction, and I step out on to the path, where Stephen waits. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As if he senses that I don’t want to go home, Stephen leads me gently towards his front gate as we make our way along the sea path, smiling as I pause on the doorstep. 
 
    ‘Are you coming in?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ I smile back at him, remembering how I had wondered if he’d had a secret wife hidden away indoors. 
 
    I follow him inside, into a house that is almost a mirror image of mine. There is the same wide hallway, with the stairs ahead, a basement door to the left and the sitting room to the right. The kitchen light has been left on, and a warm glow comes from the end of the hall. 
 
    ‘Come straight through into the kitchen, I’ll open some wine.’ Stephen leads the way, and I follow, trying not to show my curiosity. His kitchen is even more dated than mine — I recognise the pale blue cupboards from when Mr Goodman lived here — but it is clean and scrubbed, the stainless-steel draining board empty and gleaming. 
 
    Stephen uncorks a bottle of white and pours two large glasses, before joining me at the kitchen table. ‘Cheers.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure you want to tell me? About Liam and what happened before you left the island?’ Stephen says, ‘I know whatever it is must be difficult for you, and I don’t want you to feel . . .’ 
 
    ‘Look Stephen,’ I say, forcing the words out. ‘I’m going to be brutally honest with you. It’s a long story, and it’s not a pleasant one. There’s a high chance that once you know what happened, you won’t want to know me anymore. And if that’s the case then I understand.’ My heart twists in my chest. ‘It’s a risk I think I’m willing to take. I like you, Stephen. You have . . . you’re the only one besides Megan who has been really welcoming since I returned to the island, and I’m so grateful for that. If anyone should tell you my story, then it should be me. I don’t want you hearing some skewed version of the truth.’ 
 
    ‘Rebecca, whatever it is, I’m sure it can’t be as bad as you think. Everyone has done something deemed “bad” in their lifetime, every single one of us. It’s all a matter of perspective.’ He reaches across the table and takes my hand in his. ‘You can trust me.’ 
 
    I take a deep breath. Trust. It’s like a magic word. ‘You’re right, the reason I ran out of the pub the other night was because of Liam Rose. He cornered me as I was coming out of the ladies and started confronting me about what happened before. He called me a murderer. And the thing is . . . he’s right.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    It is two days after the school dance that I find myself in the changing rooms with Jenny and Sarah, and a few of the other popular girls. Megan isn’t there — she has been missing a lot of frees recently and I teased her, saying maybe she had a secret boyfriend, but she says she’s having extra tutoring, although when I looked for her in Mr Foster’s room last week she wasn’t there. Wherever she is, she isn’t here, and I keep my head down, pretending to tie my gym trainers. 
 
    ‘He is so fit; you have to admit it. You would if he asked you.’ Sarah’s voice is pitchy with laughter as she pings a hairband in Jenny’s direction. ‘I definitely would.’ 
 
    They are talking about the PE teacher again. He is young, compared to the rest of the staff, handsome in a classic sort of way. Half the girls in our year group have spent all year obsessing over whether he is looking at them or not, whether his hand lingered on their arm a little too long, whether the smile he flashed them after a match meant something more. 
 
    ‘He wouldn’t look at you,’ Jenny scoffs, ‘he’s far more likely to look at me. Look at these.’ She grabs her own breasts and laughs. 
 
    ‘Well, he definitely wouldn’t look at old Mousey over there.’ Sarah’s voice is lowered slightly, but she makes sure to fix her gaze on me. A flicker of anger sparks in my belly. ‘Look at the size of that afro.’ She breaks into peals of laughter. 
 
    I tentatively reach up and touch my hair. It’s not an afro, not by any means, but I can feel that my auburn curls have exploded around my head in the humidity. I risk a glance towards them, and Jenny is watching me with an unreadable expression on her face. 
 
    ‘Damn right,’ she says, ‘there’s no way Mr Rose would look at her.’ 
 
    I don’t know what happens next. I don’t know where the words come from, or what makes me propel them from my mouth. I get to my feet, scraping my hair back into a ponytail. 
 
    ‘So why did he kiss me, the night of the school dance?’ The minute the words are out I want to claw them back, until I see the look on Jenny’s face. 
 
    ‘Fuck off. You’re lying,’ Sarah says, looking from me to Jenny. 
 
    ‘Am I?’ A smirk rises unbidden to my lips, as I feel a surge of power. ‘Marcus kissed me the night of the dance.’ I deliberately drop in the name I have been using for Mr Rose since that night. ‘And it’s not the first time either.’ 
 
    The look of shock on their faces is precious and I feel it again, the feeling that I have all the power — I have them in the palm of my hand. 
 
    ‘No. No, he didn’t.’ Sarah says, but her face says she doesn’t quite believe it. 
 
    ‘And more. You don’t think kissing is all we’ve done?’ I am riding a wave now, unable to stop myself. ‘If you don’t believe me, he’s got a tiny mole on his left shoulder. In the shape of a heart.’ 
 
    ‘I saw them,’ Jenny says quietly, ‘the night of the dance. I saw them together, hiding round the corner from the hall, and then walking through the playground when they thought everyone had left. You were kissing?’ She looks hard at me. 
 
    I say nothing, just let her words sink in. 
 
    ‘Oh my God,’ Sarah bites her lip as she tries not to smile. ‘You’re shagging Mr Rose? This is . . . oh my God, Jen.’ 
 
    Jenny looks at me coolly, then steps forwards and links her arm through mine. ‘Come on, you’re on my team for this match. Oh, and are you free tonight? There’s a party if you want to come.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    It’s a few days later when Megan stops me by the water fountain as the final bell rings. I don’t have long — I am meeting Jenny and Sarah. We’re going to stop by Sarah’s dad’s shop so she can nick a bottle of wine and then head to the beach for a bonfire later with a few of the boys. I didn’t meet them yesterday, telling them I was seeing Marcus when the reality is that I sat alone in my bedroom listening to old Nirvana albums. 
 
    ‘Becky? Where have you been?’ Megan grabs my arm as I am turning to leave. ‘I haven’t seen you all week. I need to talk to you.’ It’s true, I haven’t seen Megan all week, but that’s down to her, not me. I waited for her for an hour at the café on Tuesday, before she rushed in with her hair a tangled mess and sand on her feet, telling me she’d had a detention. 
 
    ‘What?’ I am impatient, not wanting Jenny and Sarah to leave without me, and more than a little pissed off with Megan for not being around when I needed her. 
 
    ‘They’re saying . . . people are saying that you and Mr Rose . . . that you’re sleeping together. That Jenny Milne saw him kissing you at the school dance.’ Megan looks devastated, her eyes rimmed with pink. ‘Is it true? Did that really happen?’ 
 
    ‘Meg, I can’t really talk about it now, I have to be somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘But Becky . . . I thought we were friends, I thought I was your friend.’ Her voice thickens and I think she might cry. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ 
 
    ‘There wasn’t anything to tell,’ I say shortly, feeling a hot wave of panic wash over me as I realise that there really isn’t anything to tell. ‘I have to go, I’ll be late.’ 
 
    ‘You’re still coming to my party next weekend, aren’t you?’ Megan grabs desperately at my sleeve. ‘It’s my eighteenth.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, I’ll be there.’ It’s not my fault that Jenny and Sarah have accepted me — finally — into their gang. A shard of guilt works its way under my skin, like a splinter, at leaving Megan behind today. But I’m sure if I invite Jenny and Sarah along to Megan’s party, they’ll let her join our group too. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The day before Megan’s party I am called into the head teacher’s office. I know, the minute I hear my name over the ancient tannoy system, that everything is about to fall apart. Sarah is exiting the office as I arrive, and as she passes, she reaches out to me. Her hand lands on my arm and as she gives it a brief squeeze I want to cry. That’s all I ever wanted — to be accepted by the other girls. To be part of the in crowd. Stepping into the stifling hot office, I feel faint as I see Mr Rose, sitting in the chair opposite the Head. 
 
    ‘Rebecca, sit.’ Mr James, an old dinosaur of a head sits across the desk, his face stern and unforgiving. ‘Do you know why I’ve called you in here today?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I whisper, my head down. But I do know. Of course I know. 
 
    ‘It has come to my attention that there have been some rumours around the school, concerning yourself and Mr Rose. Have you heard them?’ 
 
    The truth rises on my lips, but then I think of the way Sarah squeezed my arm, the way she smiled at me in solidarity. ‘No.’ I shake my head and risk a glance towards Marcus. I still call him that, in my head. He looks tired, his face pale, his eyes ringed with dark circles. ‘I haven’t heard anything, I’m sorry.’ I keep my eyes on Marcus as the apology slips between my lips. 
 
    ‘I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that rumours of this nature are dealt with very seriously here at St Benedict’s, so if there is anything at all you want to tell me, or get off your chest, then I suggest you do it now. I can ask Mr Rose to leave if necessary.’ 
 
    I lift my head and pull my shoulders back, trying to exude more confidence than I feel. If Mr James has any idea of what’s been said, or that I said it originally, then I will be expelled, at the very least. Jenny and Sarah won’t want anything more to do with me. I’ll be even more of an outcast than I was before. ‘No. I don’t know what has been said. I haven’t lied about anything; anything I’ve allegedly said has been the truth. Can I go now?’ 
 
    Relief leaves me damp and sticky as I step out of the office into the darkened corridor, finally feeling as if I can exhale. Marcus looked broken in there, his silence speaking volumes, and I decide that as soon as I can I’ll tell the others that we broke up, that it was too risky for us to stay together, and I don’t want him to get fired. I pass Jenny in the hall, and she gives me a smile that I struggle to reciprocate. I want to speak to her, to tell her I’ve been in with Mr James, when I see that she is headed in the same direction, towards the office. She has been called in too, and there is the sharp tang of fear in my mouth, heavy and metallic as I realise it doesn’t matter that I lied. It doesn’t matter that I didn’t tell the truth, that I didn’t confess to making the whole thing up myself. Because Jenny is going to go in there and tell Mr James that she saw Marcus and I together that night. That she saw him kiss me. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It’s the night of Megan’s party that everything completely unravels, and the enormity of what I’ve done becomes something that I will regret for the rest of my life. As I try to tell Stephen now, about the consequences of that meeting with Marcus and Mr James, my throat closes over, and I struggle to form the words. They are too big for my mouth, too big for this room. Stephen has sat silently through the whole confession, his eyes on mine, and I wonder, just for a second, what he is thinking. 
 
    ‘You don’t have to go on, not if you don’t want to.’ Stephen’s voice is loud in the thick silence that has descended, but I shake my head. 
 
    ‘I have to finish.’ I swallow. ‘This is the first time I’ve ever said it out loud since . . . since then. I have to tell you all of it, and then you can decide how you feel about me.’ I feel raw, flayed open, my nerve endings exposed. 
 
    Stephen nods, and I open my mouth to continue. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I have managed to persuade Megan that it is a good idea for her to invite Jenny and Sarah to her party, even though she fought against the idea in the beginning. 
 
    ‘Honestly, Meg, they’re lovely once you get to know them. And if you invite them, then there’s more chance they’ll invite you to stuff too.’ 
 
    Megan had wrinkled her nose and muttered something about there being other people she’d rather spend the evening with, but in the end, she had conceded, just like I knew she would. Now, the pub is packed full of people and Megan is tipsy on Archers and lemonade. 
 
    ‘Are you having fun?’ I shout into her ear, as Britney tells us on the pub jukebox that we’re toxic. ‘You keep watching the door . . . are you waiting for someone?’ 
 
    Megan shakes her head. ‘No . . .’ 
 
    ‘Oh my God,’ I shriek. ‘You are! You’re waiting for Ryan Baker!’ I look around the pub, but there’s no sign of him. 
 
    ‘No,’ Megan protests, ‘I’m not, honestly.’ But her cheeks turn a violent shade of pink that clashes with her top. 
 
    I turn away and head to the bar to order her another drink. Megan is the last of our year to turn eighteen, and she’s not technically eighteen for another two weeks, but seeing as a lot of the wealthier kids will be away for the summer by then she’s brought the party forward. I know for a fact that Ryan Baker will be in Spain for the summer with his grandmother, and I suppress a smile at the thought of Megan moving the party date for him. I hope he turns up tonight, and I wonder as I flash a smile at the barman if she has really been getting extra tutoring, or whether she’s secretly been meeting Ryan. 
 
    Ryan turns up an hour later, his face flushed and sweaty as he pushes his way through the door. Megan has her back to him and doesn’t notice him enter, but he doesn’t seem that interested in her anyway. He has a hectic look on his face, his eyes slightly wild. 
 
    ‘Wow Ryan, nice of you to show up,’ Jenny smirks flirtatiously. I’m sure she’s only doing it because I told her I thought Megan liked him. Sometimes, I find, Jenny and Sarah are really not that nice to be around. 
 
    ‘The road is cordoned off, down on the Old Lighthouse Road. By the farm.’ Ryan sounds out of breath, as if he has run all the way here from there. ‘Police, ambulance, everything. Something bad has happened.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ Megan pushes her way past Jenny and Sarah, to face Ryan. ‘What’s happened?’ 
 
    ‘By the farm.’ Ryan says again. 
 
    ‘Isn’t that by Mr Rose’s house?’ Jenny says quietly. The jukebox has run out of money and the pub is suddenly eerily quiet. ‘Doesn’t he live there? In that little yellow house along from the farm?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Ryan says, and then his face sort of crumples in on itself. ‘That’s where they’ve cordoned it off. The police are there now. There was an ambulance. Mrs O’Connor, from the farmhouse . . . she found him. Mr Rose.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Rose?’ Megan’s voice rises, loud in the thick hush that has descended. 
 
    ‘They’re saying he’s dead.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    My throat is sore, and I’m not sure if it is from talking for so long, or from the ache of holding back tears. Stephen is quiet, his eyes downcast as I pause for breath. 
 
    ‘What happened to him?’ Stephen asks eventually. 
 
    ‘He hung himself,’ I say, the words razor sharp in my mouth. ‘Because of what I said, to Jenny and Sarah.’ Fresh tears start, and Stephen reaches out, passing me a tissue. ‘When I told them I’d slept with him, I lied, and when Jenny said she saw him kissing me I didn’t deny it, even though I knew it never happened.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus Christ, Rebecca.’ 
 
    ‘When the rumours reached Mr James, and he called me in it was too late. The students weren’t the only ones who had heard the rumour . . . some of the parents had too. No smoke without fire and all that. Marcus Rose was fired, and it didn’t take long for people to find out why. He had a girlfriend too, apparently, and they said she chucked him when she found out what had been said.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what to say.’ Stephen runs a hand through his hair. ‘And they knew it was you . . . what you said that . . . ?’ 
 
    ‘He lost everything because of what I said,’ I say shortly. ‘He lost his job, his girlfriend, and all the lads in the upper school were calling him a nonce once Jenny let everyone know what I’d said. He must have felt that he had no other option.’ The pain feels as fresh today as it did sixteen years ago. I remember that feeling, the way Ryan’s words had bounced off my skin like tiny barbs, the way I had run out into the street, feeling as if I had been punched in the stomach. And I remember the look on Megan’s face, the way her skin had paled when she followed me outside and I told her that none of it was true, that I had lied. That Marcus Rose had been kind to me when I was drunk, that was all, that he had never touched me in any other way. I remember the way she had looked at me, as if I were a monster, a stranger who she didn’t recognise. 
 
    ‘Rebecca, you were a kid. You’d just lost your father . . . you were messed up. You messed up.’ 
 
    ‘That’s an understatement.’ Bitterness laces my words. ‘I cost Marcus his life. I ruined everything for the Roses. Even my own mother couldn’t forgive me.’ I reach for the wine, topping up my glass, alcohol a perfect anaesthetic. ‘Everyone found out that I lied. Of course, they did, it’s a tiny island. I don’t know if it was Megan who told everyone, or someone else, but word got around, and I had to leave. So, now you know.’ 
 
    Stephen looks at me for a long time, his chin resting on his steepled fingers. ‘I don’t feel any differently,’ he says eventually. ‘I still like you Rebecca, I still enjoy your company. You made a mistake, and I’m guessing you’ve paid the price for it for the last sixteen years?’ 
 
    The tears come then, hard and fast, blocking my nose and choking at the back of my throat. I nod, unable to speak for a moment. ‘I’ve spent the last sixteen years alone, unable to commit to anyone for fear of things going wrong. For fear of hurting someone to the extent that they do what Marcus did. If I don’t get close, they can’t get hurt.’ I gasp for breath, as Stephen pushes his chair back and pulls me to my feet, taking me into his arms. ‘I missed out on seeing my mother before she died. I fucked everything up.’ 
 
    ‘Shhhh.’ I feel his chin resting on my hair as he smooths my damp hair away from my face. ‘It doesn’t have to be like that anymore. I told you, none of us are innocent — we all do things we’re not proud of, act on impulse.’ He drops a kiss on my head and holds me until my sobs subside. Finally, I pull myself together, my cheeks hot and flushed as he finally releases his grip on me. 
 
    ‘Better?’ he asks. 
 
    I nod, sniffing. ‘Yes. I’m sorry. It’s been a long time since I’ve spoken about it. I feel a bit . . . raw.’ I try to laugh, but my smile wobbles dangerously on my face. ‘Do you mind if I go up and wash my face?’ 
 
    Stephen glances behind him, towards the stairs. ‘No, of course not. You go up. It’s on the right, the door at the end.’ 
 
    Climbing the stairs I feel an odd sense of déjà vu, the house is so similar in layout to my own mother’s. There is still a vague scent of boiled vegetables in the air as I reach the dim upper hallway, reminiscent of my childhood visits to this house, and I feel slightly queasy as I reach the bathroom. 
 
    Splashing cold water on my face, pressing my icy, wet fingers over my eyes, I dry myself on a scratchy hand towel and catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror of the bathroom cabinet. I look drained, my face pale and my eyes rimmed with pink. The beginning of a spot is blossoming on my chin, and I suppress a groan, running my fingers through my hair to try and tame my fringe a little. Stepping out of the bathroom, my every intention is to head straight back downstairs, but as I pass what is the master bedroom in my own house, I see the door is open a crack. Pausing, there is only silence from downstairs, so I push the door and step into the bedroom. 
 
    Clearly Stephen has made this room his own. The faded aroma of his citrus aftershave lingers in the air, and his jacket lies across the foot of the neatly made king-size bed. On the bedside table is a cracked lamp, surely left by Mr Goodman, and a battered paperback. The Stranger Beside Me by Ann Rule. The book is worn, the spine broken, and I imagine Stephen lying here at night, reading a chapter by the light of the cracked lamp before he settles down to sleep. The room is like the kitchen — neat and tidy, not a thing out of place — and when I gently tug open the top drawer of the chest of drawers, I see t-shirts folded neatly, military in their precision. Suppressing a smile, I reach in and flick through the range of colours, from baby blue to black, frowning as my fingers touch something that feels softer than the cotton of a t-shirt. 
 
    Reaching in, I pull out the chiffony fabric of a scarf in muted lilac colours, letting the material run through my fingers like water. It is soft, and a faint floral scent rises from it. He said there was someone before, it didn’t work out. But he kept her scarf. I hastily push it back into the drawer. 
 
    ‘Becky? Are you OK up there?’ 
 
    Shit. With one last glance at the scarf, ensuring it is tucked neatly away, I shove the drawer closed and step out into the hallway, just as Stephen appears halfway up the stairs. 
 
    ‘Are you OK? I was starting to get worried about you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine. Just needed to . . . decompress.’ I step deliberately towards him, resisting the urge to look back at the bedroom I have just vacated. His arms come around me, and when he lowers his head, I lift my face and let him kiss me, long and hard. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 15 
 
    Megan is looking out to sea, a towel wrapped around her shoulders as she sits on the beach, the early morning rays giving her dark hair a reddish glow. As I walk across the cool sand towards her, I am struck by a sense of déjà vu, so strong it stops me in my tracks. A few days before Marcus died, I had arranged to meet Megan at this same spot on the beach. She’d been late, and when I had gone looking for her, she had been sat on the sand in the cove at the far end of the bay, staring out across the ocean. The flashback plays out before my eyes, as fresh as if it were yesterday. 
 
    ‘Megan?’ I call out, but she ignores me. ‘Hey, Meg. I thought we were meeting on the main beach.’ 
 
    She looks up as I approach, screwing her face up as the sun hits her eyes. ‘Sorry, I lost track of time. I was . . .’ she pauses, ‘looking at the rockpools. Science project.’ 
 
    ‘Science project?’ I’m in her science class, I don’t know anything about a science project on rock pools. 
 
    ‘For my tutor.’ She screws her bare toes into the damp sand. ‘Boring stuff really. Sorry.’ 
 
    ‘It’s OK.’ I sit on the sand next to her, wrapping my fingers around an empty shell that once housed a hermit crab. ‘Someone moved house.’ I waggle it in her face. 
 
    Megan laughs, but it sounds brittle, forced. On closer inspection it looks as though she’s been crying, her face pale and her eyes slightly swollen. 
 
    ‘Are you sure you’re OK?’ 
 
    ‘Fine.’ Megan sighs, brushing her hands over her sandy legs and getting to her feet. ‘Just tired, you know? I’ll be glad when this year is over. When school is over. I can’t wait to get away.’ She looks back out over the sea, as if imagining herself on the other side of it, on the mainland. 
 
    ‘Do you want to come to Kelly’s party on Saturday?’ I brush off my own sandy hands, wiping them on my denim shorts. ‘I’m going with Jenny, I’m sure she won’t mind if you come too.’ 
 
    ‘No thanks. I’ve got plans.’ Megan glances up towards the cliff path, that winds its way to the top of the hill. It’s steep and twisty, littered with chalky rocks, and as I follow her gaze, I see someone making their way up the path, their head down. Is that Ryan Baker? I look at Megan, a smile playing on my lips. She is definitely seeing him. ‘Come on, I need to get back, Mum has a meeting with Father Joe.’ 
 
    Now, sixteen years later, I hang back, watching as Megan sits in the same position, looking out over the same water, only so much has changed since then. She never left the way she wanted to; it was me who left. But she seems to be the one who is happy, not me. Megan is the one with a family, a job, a life on Kirton. 
 
    ‘Penny for them?’ I lower myself to the sand beside Megan and she turns to me, smiling. 
 
    ‘Just thinking about how no matter what happens, the sun still rises, the tide still comes in. Thanks for seeing Evie back last night.’ 
 
    ‘How is she feeling? A sore head I should imagine.’ 
 
    ‘Judging by the state of the bathroom this morning, she was a bit rough in the night.’ Megan tuts, shaking her head. ‘I’m glad we’re not that age anymore. Although . . .’ she gives me a sideways glance. ‘I heard you didn’t go home alone last night.’ 
 
    It’s my turn to shake my head, unable to stop the grin that marches across my face. ‘I did go home alone. Just not right away.’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to tell me, or do I have to beat it out of you?’ 
 
    I let out a laugh, and it feels good. No one could ever make me laugh like Megan. 
 
    ‘I went back to Stephen’s for a glass of wine.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what they call it these days?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe a little more than just a glass of wine.’ A lot more. After Stephen had kissed me on the landing, it had seemed natural to allow him to pull me gently into the master bedroom. Like second nature to let him tug my dress over my head, familiar and warm to allow him to lay me back gently on the pillows and kiss his way up my inner thigh. There had been a fleeting moment when I had laid naked beneath him, when I felt a brief hesitation. Was I making a horrible mistake? It had been so long since Asa that I wasn’t sure I was ready, but then Stephen had pushed inside me, leaning down to cover me with kisses and any thoughts at all were forgotten. 
 
    ‘You slept with him?!’ Megan’s voice carries on the wind, and I shush her, laughing. 
 
    ‘It just kind of happened. It wasn’t intentional. It just . . . felt right.’ 
 
    ‘Was it good?’ 
 
    ‘It was fantastic.’ We both erupt into laughter, and it feels like it did sixteen years ago, before Jenny and Sarah, before Marcus. ‘It wasn’t just that though. I told him.’ I give her a meaningful look. ‘Everything.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    After, Stephen lights a cigarette and we share it in the darkness of his bedroom, the only light the faint glow of moonlight from the garden. I rarely smoke and it scorches the back of my throat, making me feel slightly dizzy. 
 
    ‘I appreciate you being honest with me tonight.’ Stephen passes me the cigarette and I take the smallest of puffs. 
 
    ‘It was hard,’ I say, coughing as the smoke hits my lungs, ‘but I feel . . . lighter for it, you know?’ 
 
    ‘I understand now.’ I can feel Stephen’s eyes on me, despite the inky darkness. ‘Why you’re so keen to track down Violet Monroe. You want to make amends, but I’m not sure this is the way to do it.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t let it go, Stephen. Everyone seems so sure that she just left the island, but I don’t know. There’s something that doesn’t feel right about it. Something that doesn’t add up.’ 
 
    ‘Oh? Like what?’ 
 
    ‘That’s just it. I don’t know yet. I can’t put my finger on it. Maybe it’s just the way the people on this island seem so keen to believe she ran off — it’s like no one wants to admit that something bad could happen here. Something as bad as what I did.’ If not worse. The words feel sour in my mouth. ‘I think Ivy is right — but even if Violet did run away, if I can find proof then at least Ivy will have some sort of peace.’ 
 
    Stephen murmurs, and I realise he is falling asleep. I wait a moment, the air suddenly thick and claustrophobic. I don’t want to wake up in Stephen’s bed, don’t want to start the day awkward and stumbling over conversation and coffee. Slipping silently from the bed, I drag my dress over my head and tiptoe out onto the sea path, closing the door lightly behind me. As I do, I think I hear movement from the hallway and I scurry down the path, not looking back, not wanting to have to explain myself to Stephen. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘So, you’re not going to drop the Violet thing?’ Now, Megan’s voice changes, tension nipping at the edges. ‘I thought . . .’ 
 
    ‘Talking about Marcus with Stephen, it dredged up a lot of old feelings. I need to put things right somehow . . . I want to help Ivy, give her some sort of closure.’ 
 
    Megan opens her mouth to speak, but as she does, I see Owen Murphy walking along the edge of the sand, close to where the surf rolls in. ‘Owen was at the dance last night.’ 
 
    ‘Of course he was, he was a chaperone.’ 
 
    I watch as he dodges the water as it threatens to wash over his shoes. His hair is slicked back, and he scans the beach as if looking for someone. ‘I found him with Evie, around the corner of the school building. On their own.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    Stunned by the aggression in Megan’s voice, I flounder for a moment. ‘So, don’t you think it’s odd? He had her in the dark, on his own, leaning over her like . . . like some . . .’ 
 
    ‘Some what? Some teacher who was concerned that a student had had too much to drink?’ Megan shakes her head. ‘I’ve already spoken to Owen this morning; he told me what happened. I should have known you’d try and twist it into something it’s not.’ 
 
    ‘I’m just telling you what it looked like.’ 
 
    ‘Why have you got it in for him, Becky? What’s he ever done to you?’ Megan gets to her feet, rolling her towel into a ball and stuffing it into her bag. 
 
    It’s the way he was looking at her, I want to say, it’s the way his eyes linger for too long, the way he leaves his hand on my arm a little too long, the way he seems so disconnected. There’s just something not right, as if he’s putting on a show for us. Hiding who he really is. 
 
    ‘I don’t . . . Megan, I . . .’ 
 
    ‘Listen, after what happened with Marcus,’ Megan says, ‘it’s not fair, Becky. You can’t come back here and start flinging around accusations about someone just because their face doesn’t fit. Didn’t you learn anything?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not flinging around accusations; I know what I saw. He knew Violet too.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure lots of people knew Violet!’ Megan throws her hands in the air. ‘If you want to make amends Becky, just keep yourself to yourself. Stop accusing Owen of whatever you think he’s doing, leave Violet Monroe alone. You, more than anyone, know what kind of damage can be done with words.’ 
 
    ‘Megan, wait. Don’t go.’ I touch her shoulder, relieved when she pauses and turns back to me. Her face is red, and as she looks at me her scowl softens. ‘I didn’t mean anything; I was just worried for Evie. Please, don’t be mad. I’m sorry.’ 
 
    Megan sighs, pushing her hair away from her face. ‘You have to understand it’s difficult Becky, for everyone who was left behind when you left. I still had to stay here and listen to what people were saying about you. About Marcus. I don’t want to talk about Marcus, about what happened. No one here does. And now, for you to come back and say things about Owen . . . yes, he can be a little intense, and he can be overly charming sometimes, but that doesn’t mean . . .’ she breaks off, clears her throat, ‘that doesn’t mean he did something to Violet Monroe. She’s a traveller. Leaving is what they do.’ 
 
    I say nothing, knowing that Megan has a fair point, but also knowing that Ivy is adamant Violet wouldn’t have left. 
 
    ‘There are some people who don’t want you here, who find you too much of a reminder of what happened to Marcus, people who would force you to leave if they could,’ Megan says, ‘please, just don’t rock the boat.’ 
 
    I think of the photograph of Marcus taped to the fridge, the smashed milk bottles across the doorway, the sensation that someone had been in the house. Someone definitely wants me to leave, that’s for sure. 
 
    ‘I have to go.’ Megan squeezes my arm and makes her way back towards the harbour as I rub my cold hands together and try to convince myself that Megan is right, maybe I should leave. But then I think of Violet, her hair damp, grin splitting her face at the summer festival, and I know that I can’t leave, not until I know what happened to her. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Owen Murphy is stepping out of the café as I reach the door, and he looks me over as I stand to one side to let him pass. ‘Rebecca.’ He gives me a curt nod as he passes, a coffee in each hand, before he turns left and walks back in the direction of his own house. I watch him go for a second, before stepping into the cool air-conditioned café and ordering a mint tea. 
 
    I take my tea and head for an empty table, wondering who the other coffee is for that Owen was carrying. Maybe Megan is right, and I am barking up the wrong tree, maybe being back on the island is making me go a little bonkers. Maybe Owen is simply a confirmed bachelor, who gets his kicks from occasionally staring at women a little too hard. But picturing his face as he looked down at Evie, I know I wasn’t imagining the wolfish look on his features, as if he was imagining her naked and vulnerable. Nausea swirls in my stomach as I reach out to sip my tea, hoping the peppermint will settle it. I hear my name as I take the first, scalding mouthful and I pause, the rush of my pulse loud in my own ears. Sitting at the back of the café, away from the heat that radiates through the glass from the sun outside, I am almost hidden from view. Sarah Clarke and Jenny Milne are at the counter, standing over cakes that they will never eat as they queue for coffee. 
 
    ‘Where did you hear that?’ Jenny’s voice still has that high, childish pitch to it that I remember from our school days. Both are immaculately dressed, blonde highlights woven through their perfect hair as they reach for their coffees with manicured nails. 
 
    ‘Everybody’s talking about it,’ Sarah says now, no attempt at discretion. ‘Becky definitely has some sort of problem when it comes to teachers . . . I mean, she ripped into him apparently. Called him all sorts of names, accused him of attacking Evie.’ 
 
    That’s not true, I think. I didn’t accuse Owen of attacking her, I just asked her if he touched her or behaved inappropriately. 
 
    ‘Did he say if he’s going to take any action against her, do you know?’ Sarah sips at her coffee, as they pause at the end of the counter, stirring sweetener into their cups. ‘Megan said she wouldn’t be surprised if he did.’ 
 
    My heart goes cold at the mention of Megan’s name. 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Jenny says, ‘but whatever happens, Becky Gannon is not right.’ She taps her temple meaningfully. ‘She always was weird, wasn’t she? I mean Owen, of all people. I wouldn’t say no.’ Jenny sniggers. ‘And he’s been really good with Layla, taking her for extra English lessons when she was struggling. I’ve never found him anything but charming and kind. Just because he’s not married doesn’t mean Becky can say that kind of stuff about him.’ 
 
    Sarah’s face darkens, and I slowly push back my chair. ‘Let’s be honest, Jen, she knows she’s not welcome here. The sooner she leaves the better.’ 
 
    I step out from behind my table, into full view. ‘Sorry ladies, I’ll be around for a little while yet.’ 
 
    Jenny looks stunned, her mouth falling open, but Sarah looks me up and down, a sneer curling her lip. ‘Going for a repeat, are you? Not satisfied until you drive Owen to the edge, like you did to Marcus?’ 
 
    Her words are like a bucket of ice water, drenching me in hate and anger, but I’m not the shy seventeen-year-old they used to push around. ‘I’m searching for the truth, Sarah. Something you’re not keen on, given your propensity to listen to idle gossip.’ I knock back the dregs of my tea, before leaning in close. ‘And I might be “weird”, but at least I’m not a bitch.’ 
 
    The door swings closed behind them as they march out, muttering to each other in low voices, and I let out a breath. I felt raw and exposed last night as I confessed everything to Stephen, and then again by Megan’s sharp words this morning, but now I am numb. As I watch Sarah and Jenny walk away, I feel nothing. No envy at not being part of them, no anger at what I’ve just overheard. Just . . . nothing. I see them both now for what they are, for what I wish I had seen sixteen years ago. Shallow, vain, judgemental. I don’t understand now why I ever wanted to be part of it all. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I walk home, lost in thought about Violet, and Owen, and how strange it is that there don’t seem to be more rumours swirling about Violet — unusual for such a small island. Ivy mentioned the other girls saying she might have had a boyfriend, but if that is true, no one seems to be talking about it. Fumbling for my keys, intent on pulling out my laptop to re-read Ivy’s transcript the moment I get inside, I almost don’t see it until it’s too late. 
 
    ‘Jesus.’ The word comes out in a gasp, as I lower my foot, barely missing the rotting corpse on my doorstep. The blood around the stomach of the dead seagull is a dark maroon, splashes marring the concrete step. The flayed stomach undulates with maggots, white wriggling amongst the red and I feel my own stomach roll. ‘Jesus, that’s disgusting.’ The hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention, but the sea path is empty behind me. Pausing, stock still, there is only the rush of waves on the shore below, the calls of a seabird over the harbour, but still it feels as though someone is there, someone is watching. 
 
    Swallowing down bile, I use an old carrier bag to dispose of the carcass, the stink of death scorching the back of my throat, and head to the kitchen for bleach and a bucket. Accidental? It doesn’t feel that way. The position of the dead seagull seemed too well-placed to be accidental. The top step as I step out of the front door seems too perfect as to not be a deliberate placing. Nausea rolls in my belly at the implications, when I see movement in the garden. 
 
    Reaching for a knife from the block on the kitchen counter, my pulse begins to crash, my breath seeming loud in my ears, as I move silently over the tiled floor towards the back door, where the handle gives beneath my hand. Unlocked, again. Wiping my sweaty palm on my shorts, I wrench the door open, and Gabe looks up from where he is digging along the overgrown border of the garden, surprise etched onto his features. 
 
    ‘Rebecca, you’re home.’ He leans on the shovel he is using, pausing to wipe sweat from his brow. His t-shirt clings to him, damp with perspiration, his forearms a golden brown in the sun. 
 
    ‘Was that you? Out there?’ I gesture towards the front of the house. 
 
    ‘What?’ Gabe frowns. ‘Out where? What are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘The seagull. The dead, rotting seagull that’s lying on my doorstep. Did you leave it there?’ 
 
    ‘Jesus Christ, Rebecca, no I didn’t. I know we don’t see eye to eye, but I’m not going to leave dead animals on your porch.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I—’ 
 
    ‘There was nothing there when I arrived. Do you want me to go and clean it up for you?’ 
 
    ‘No. No, I’ll do it. What the hell are you doing here anyway? Why are you digging over my garden?’ I look down at the overturned soil, the underside barely damp due to the heatwave. A pile of weeds sits in a wilting pile in a wheelbarrow. My mother’s wheelbarrow. 
 
    ‘Your mother asked me to, before she died. I had a slow day today. Father Joe is waiting on some materials to be delivered to the church, so I thought I’d come over.’ 
 
    ‘You just . . . let yourself in?’ I glance back towards the unlocked back door. ‘You can’t do that. My mother is dead, you can’t just carry on as if she’s still here. I live here now.’ 
 
    ‘I did try to call you, but it went to voicemail.’ Gabe shifts his weight on the shovel, and I am struck by how strong he is. How easy it would be for him to lift the shovel and bring down over my head. I pull my phone from my pocket, seeing that, as usual, there is no service. 
 
    ‘I don’t want you to do the garden, I can do it.’ His presence is making my stomach churn, anxiety boiling, nerves humming under my skin. 
 
    ‘Your mother already paid me,’ Gabe says, pulling off his gloves. 
 
    ‘You should have waited until I was home, or at least until you had spoken to me.’ I find myself searching for smudges of crimson on his hands as I look from him to the glass of water beside him. ‘You really did let yourself in. You have a key?’ 
 
    Gabe has the good grace to look sheepish. ‘Your mother told me where she kept the spare. It’s thirty degrees out here, I was gasping for a drink. Look, I’ll go, OK?’ 
 
    I nod, hardly able to believe he has the gall to let himself in, to start work on my garden without speaking to me. ‘I think you should.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean to scare you. I was trying to help — you said you wanted to get the house up together ready to sell and seeing as your mother had already paid me to sort out the garden, I thought I should . . . well, the sooner you get things sorted, the sooner you can leave, right?’ His gaze flicks towards Stephen’s house, and I hold out my hand, waiting until he drops the key into my palm. How many other times he has let himself in? 
 
    As Gabe takes his shovel and lets himself out of the side gate, squeezing his way past the overgrown rhododendron bush, I let out a long shaky breath, closing my eyes and willing my heart rate to return to normal. Really, Gabe? Trying to help? I don’t buy it for one second. Opening my eyes, I look over the area he has cleared searching for signs that something isn’t right, that he had another agenda for coming over while I wasn’t here, but there is nothing. Just overturned soil and my mother’s trowel on the lawn. Scooping it up, I head to the open door of the shed, hanging it on the nail inside, pausing before I leave. It feels disturbed in here, as if something is missing. It’s been years since you’ve been in here, Becky, don’t be so ridiculous. Isolation creeps over me and imagining the prickle of eyes between my shoulder blades, I hurry from the shed, slamming the door closed behind me and throwing the bolt across, before heading back into the house. 
 
    I collect the post from the mat as I step inside, flicking through envelopes and junk mail. It makes my heart hurt, as I lay a gardening catalogue on the coffee table, knowing that my mother would have pored over it, choosing plants for her now wild garden. Grief twists, hard and painful, in my chest and I blink hard, turning my focus to the rest of the mail. It is mostly junk, along with a water bill and finally, an envelope with my name on it. It is handwritten, and there is no postmark. As I slide the paper out, a cry escapes my lips and I press a hand to my mouth. It’s a photograph of me, printed on a flimsy piece of cheap, white paper, the kind you get in a school or an office. The photo is taken from my (mostly) unused Facebook account, a shot of me sitting at a desk, pen in hand, at a signing for my first book. I don’t remember exactly which event it was, but I recognise the awkward, embarrassed expression on my face as someone who doesn’t want their photo taken. Whoever has sent the photo has taken the time to make sure both of my eyes have been scored out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    I don’t know how long I stand in the sitting room, the photo with the scored-out eyes in my shaking hand. I turn the envelope over, running my eyes over the blocky handwriting on the front, trying to find something familiar about it, something that will tell me who sent it. Is it the same person who left the seagull on the doorstep, the same person who broke into my house in the dead of night? Or is it someone else? 
 
    I push the picture inside my notebook, the newspaper article with Violet’s photo on it fluttering to the table. Her smile is wide, and I feel a surge of anger. If something really has happened to Violet, am I really going to let someone on this island push me away? If someone on this island wants me to leave because of Violet — if this has nothing to do with what happened to Marcus — then surely that means that there is a story here? Mind made up, I snatch up my notepad and phone and shove them into a tote bag. 
 
    The late afternoon sun is bright and hazy as I approach the camp, my shirt sticking to my back. There is still no sign of the weather breaking and I feel the familiar thump of a headache at my temples. It needs to rain. The whole island feels like a pressure cooker. The camp is busier than the last time I was here, children running in and out of the woods that surround it, their voices filtering out from the trees. I can smell the sweet scent of burning wood, and as I enter the camp I lift my chin, trying to look as if I belong here. I draw a few curious glances as women pause to watch me pass, and I see Lydia on the steps of a caravan, her hair tied up in a scarf. She gives me a shy smile and I nod, not stopping to make conversation in case Martin or Gabe appears, and then I skirt around the edge of the camp, towards Ivy’s van. 
 
    Passing the barn on the outskirts of the camp, my feet slow, my heart thumping hard in my chest. I don’t want Gabe to know I am here, although if he can let himself into my house, I don’t see how he can complain about my visiting the site. The barn is still padlocked, a few footprints marking the worn, dusty patch outside the doors, and I wonder again what is so important in there that they have to lock it up, that they had to threaten me. The windows are dark, the glass cracked in places, and when I look up, the roof is patchy and old but the double doors at the front look solid and sturdy. There is the rustle of movement from the other side of the barn, and I hurry on before I can be seen, stumbling over the twisted tree roots that scar the earth. Reaching Ivy’s van, I tap lightly and then again slightly harder when there is no answer, waiting for my breathing to slow. 
 
    ‘She’s not in,’ a voice says in my ear, and I turn to see Lydia, shyly toeing the browning grass behind me. ‘She’s probably gone to visit her mammy.’ 
 
    ‘Her . . . oh.’ It hadn’t even crossed my mind that Ivy wouldn’t be home. ‘Do you know how long she’ll be?’ I can’t hide out here, someone — Gabe — is bound to see me and throw me out. 
 
    ‘Oh, she won’t be long,’ Lydia smiles, and I notice the faint green tinge of a bruise on her cheek, smothered under slightly too dark foundation. ‘She’s just through there.’ Lydia gestures to the thickly wooded area behind Ivy’s caravan. ‘Her mammy died last year; Ivy put her ashes under the oak tree. She goes there sometimes to visit with her.’ 
 
    I feel a sharp pang of sympathy for Ivy. My own mother is buried in the churchyard, watched over by Father Joe. Once I leave the island, then that will be it. All I’ll have of my mother is memories, and precious few of them. 
 
    ‘Are ye here to talk to her about Violet?’ Lydia’s eyes are wide, and I realise she’s younger than I first thought. Violet’s age, probably. 
 
    ‘Yes. Did you know her? I mean, were you friends?’ 
 
    Lydia wrinkles her nose. ‘Of course I knew her, we all know each other here, but she wasn’t really a friend. We didn’t have much in common.’ 
 
    ‘Did you see her the day she disappeared?’ Lydia frowns and I reword the question. ‘The day she left?’ 
 
    Lydia shifts on the balls of her feet, glancing over her shoulder before she replies. ‘Only for a minute or two. She was at the festival. I went to the festival, but I left early, I had a stomach ache. But I did see her there, she was behind the church, talking to—’ 
 
    ‘Rebecca? What are you doing here?’ Ivy approaches from the trees, her son clamped to her hip. She looks as though she has been crying. 
 
    ‘I came to talk to you about Violet.’ 
 
    Ivy’s eyes go to Lydia. ‘Thanks Lydia, you can go now.’ She moves to the caravan and ushers me quickly inside. ‘You shouldn’t be here.’ 
 
    ‘I saw the photo of Violet with your son on Facebook. I believe you when you say she wouldn’t have left without saying goodbye.’ 
 
    ‘You do?’ Ivy rests a hand against the kitchen counter as if to steady herself. 
 
    I nod, pulling out my phone and pressing the button to record the conversation. ‘I need you to tell me what happened that last day — where she was, what she did — and in the days before. I need to build a picture of events so I can try and start piecing things together.’ 
 
    Ivy nods. ‘Ok. I’ll tell you everything I know.’ She takes a deep breath as if readying herself. ‘Violet was . . . she wasn’t like the rest of us, I think I told you that already? She was clever, really clever. She loved school and she fell out with our Da over it, more than once.’ 
 
    ‘Your dad is still alive?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Our mammy died three months after Violet disappeared. A broken heart, I reckon. Violet was her baby, the apple of her eye. Dad wanted Violet to leave school — she managed to persuade him to let her do her exams, but then he wanted her to finish. She wanted to go to university — she couldn’t wait to get away.’ Ivy raises her eyes to mine. ‘You know what it’s like when you want to leave this island.’ 
 
    ‘I do. So did they argue leading up to Violet’s disappearance?’ 
 
    ‘Not argue as such, but they disagreed.’ Ivy sighs, as if her next words are a heavy burden. ‘Dad wanted Violet to get married.’ She looks up at me, as if expecting me to be shocked. ‘There’s another family on the site, another prominent family. Dad wanted Violet to marry the eldest son. It’s normal for us to get married young.’ Her voice takes on a defensive tone. 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘Violet didn’t want to — like I said, she wanted to go to university. She didn’t want to marry Patrick — she couldn’t stand him, but our dad wouldn’t listen. He told her she didn’t have a choice; that she was marrying him and that was that. You have to understand, our dad thought he was doing the best thing for Violet. For all of us.’ 
 
    I feel a little sceptical, but I keep my features blank. I remember from my own time at St Benedict’s the kids who came to school sporadically, and then disappeared completely by the time we got to fourteen or fifteen. ‘So, is this why everyone thinks she ran away?’ 
 
    Ivy nods, sniffing back tears. ‘Everyone — the police, my dad, my mammy before she passed — they all think she ran away because she didn’t want to get married, but I know she wouldn’t. Daddy would have come around in the end, he’s not a monster, and he loves Violet. He wants her to be happy — if she really didn’t want to get married, he wouldn’t have forced her. Those people saying she had a boyfriend on the mainland, I don’t believe she did. Violet just wasn’t interested. She wanted to go to school, she wanted to be a doctor. She never would have left me, or Cody, not like that.’ 
 
    ‘Was there anyone else she was close to? Any good friends?’ 
 
    ‘Not really,’ Ivy shakes her head, ‘she had a few girls at the school she was friendly with, but she never invited them back here. Obviously.’ 
 
    ‘Where is your dad now?’ I don’t relish the thought of having to speak to him, especially if he is as unfriendly as the other men on the site. 
 
    ‘Gone,’ Ivy says, quietly. ‘He was angry with Violet for running away. He said she let us all down. After Mammy died, he left for the mainland with a few of the others, to work the fairgrounds. I wanted him to stay in case Violet came back.’ 
 
    I can’t deny the small flare of relief at Ivy’s father’s absence. ‘Could your father have . . . ?’ It’s difficult to voice, but not hard to imagine Violet’s father losing his temper and something happening to her. It would explain why everyone here is so keen to believe she ran away. But Ivy is shaking her head. 
 
    ‘No, I know what you’re thinking and there’s no way my daddy was involved. He wasn’t even here — he was away, working, and he came home when I called and told him Violet hadn’t come home.’ 
 
    ‘What happened that last day? The day Violet disappeared.’ My mind is working overtime, trying to piece together all the information Ivy has given me. Could Violet have left of her own accord after all? The fact that her father was trying to force her to get married makes it very possible, despite Ivy’s insistence that she wouldn’t just leave. 
 
    ‘Violet went to the festival — she loved it; she went every year. I was supposed to meet her there, but Cody had a cold, and I didn’t want to take him out. She left here at about ten thirty, because she wanted to stop at the café and see if they had any shifts available over the summer. She was saving for university.’ 
 
    ‘Was she meeting anyone?’ 
 
    ‘She said she might meet Gabe for something to eat. He’d only just come to the island a few weeks before, and she wanted him to experience the festival. He’s an old family friend — he was around a lot when we were growing up, but he hadn’t been back here for a while,’ Ivy explains. ‘Violet liked him, they got on well.’ 
 
    ‘Did he see her there?’ 
 
    Ivy shrugs. ‘He says not. She came back here after the festival, maybe around six o’clock? She was drenched — soaked to the skin. It had been sunny that week, but the weekend of the festival was filthy weather. Violet didn’t take a raincoat, and she came back here and got changed. She said she was going to meet a friend, and then she left. I haven’t seen her since.’ Ivy breaks down, sobs ripping from her throat as her tiny son looks on bemused from where he sits on the floor. Quickly crossing the small space, I put my arm around Ivy letting her lean against me. 
 
    ‘I’ll help you,’ I promise, as Ivy’s tears soak the front of my shirt. ‘I’ll help you find Violet.’ 
 
    Once Ivy has stopped crying, I make her a cup of tea and she splashes her face with water. 
 
    ‘What will you do now?’ she asks, her voice husky. 
 
    ‘I’ll speak to some of the other people on the island, those who might have known her. I’ll speak to the school. Are there any teachers she was especially close to?’ I wait expectantly, trying to look casual, but when Ivy answers I feel my heart skip in my chest. 
 
    ‘Mr . . . Murphy?’ Ivy looks up at me, a frown on her face. ‘I think that was his name. Mr Murphy, he taught her English. She had classes after school with him a couple of times a week.’ 
 
    The answer doesn’t come as a complete shock, but part of me still wasn’t expecting Owen Murphy’s name to come up so easily. ‘Thanks Ivy. I’m going to start asking around, but I may need to come back to you.’ 
 
    I leave her sitting on the floor with Cory and step out of the caravan into the thick, humid air. The site is quiet, and I breathe a sigh of relief as I start to make my way towards the exit, a sigh that sticks in my throat as Gabe Kelly appears, a small hold-all under one arm, walking quickly with his head down towards the old barn. Pausing, I step behind a tree, my heart knocking in my chest as I wait for him to pass. At the barn, he glances around as if making sure he isn’t being watched, and then he digs a key from his pocket and unlocks the padlock before furtively slipping inside. Odd. If the barn only holds tools, why doesn’t Gabe want to be seen? I wait, the temptation to peer in through the cracked and darkened windows almost overwhelming, but before I can move Gabe appears again. He slips out the same furtive way he slipped in — minus the bundle under his arm — locking the padlock and pocketing the key before hurrying back towards the centre of the site. With one backwards glance towards the barn, an unsettling feeling rising in my stomach, I hurry towards the site entrance, my mind racing. 
 
    On the sea path, I cast a quick look at Stephen’s house as I pass, noting his car on the drive. There is a dim glow coming from the lower side of the house, as if a light has been left on, but I don’t stop, too intent on getting home to think over everything Ivy has told me. 
 
    There is something niggling at me, something Ivy said, and as I sit down to replay the conversation, I pull up Google. The church blog is something that didn’t exist when I lived here sixteen years ago, but now there is a whole website dedicated to St Benedict’s Church, Kirton, with a busy and regular blog page. Scrolling through the posts, I see some are written by Gloria — mostly about the choir, the harvest festival, Christmas — some are written by T. Clarke, who must be Sarah’s mum, and some by Father Joe himself. Finally, I reach the post covering last year’s summer festival. 
 
      
 
    NOT A WASH OUT! 
 
    This year’s summer festival was almost cancelled but we held on by the skin of our teeth! After a bright and sunny week, we were disappointed to find our festival weekend was one of the wettest, stormiest weekends for months but thanks to the rallying spirit of Kirton it still went ahead, and we had plenty of day visitors too. Father Joe is pleased to confirm that the tombola and cake stalls raised a whopping £256.48 for the church. Many thanks to our wonderful live bands and to Gloria Best and Alice Gannon for their help on the day. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The sight of my mother’s name on the screen hits me like a punch in the stomach and I look away, drawing in gulps of air. I scroll further down the page, pushing her name out of sight, to the photos attached to the blog post below. They are candid shots of the festival, a close-up of Gloria smiling as she hands over a tombola prize, Father Joe on the stage with a microphone in his hand, crowds of people smiling, laughing, drinking, many of them in raincoats and with umbrellas. As I save the photos to my file for closer inspection, Ivy’s voice comes through the phone speaker. She was drenched — soaked to the skin. My eyes go to the blog post. The wettest, stormiest weekend. Pulling up another tab on Google I search for the date of the festival and find several newspaper articles covering the horrendous storm that took place the night of the summer festival, and something clicks into place in my mind. If the ferry was running, then I could understand how Violet could have left the island without being seen, despite it being such a close-knit community. The festival always makes the island a hundred times busier than a usual summer’s day, and the ferry would have been crammed with day-trippers — it would have been easy for Violet to have got lost in the crowd. Even if the weather had been stormy, if Violet had had a boyfriend from the mainland (something Ivy swears wasn’t true) then she could have had access to a private vessel that could have taken her from the island. But if she really didn’t have a boyfriend, and the weather was as stormy as the reports suggest, then the ferry wouldn’t have been running. Goosebumps prickle along the bare skin of my arms, despite the warm summer evening. What if Violet never left the island at all? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    The idea that Violet could still be on the island buzzes insistently in my mind, a clanging siren that won’t be silenced as I shower and change, ready to meet Stephen for dinner. With a quick glance at my phone, I leave the house a little early, ignoring the faint maroon stains that still scar the porch step, and hurry down the sea path towards the harbour and the jetty. 
 
    As I arrive at the edge of the jetty, I can see the ferry making its way back across the short channel to the mainland, cutting a clean line in the navy-blue water. It only takes a few minutes for it to come alongside the jetty, Jamie throwing out a rope and then hopping out to secure the vessel before the passengers start to disembark. There are a few sideways glances from people I vaguely recognise as they leave the boat, including Mia Rose who sticks in her nose in the air and giggles with a girl who looks so like Jenny Milne it can only be her daughter. Fighting back the twisting sensation of déjà vu — the two girls could almost be their mothers, sixteen years ago, the same mean girl vibe rippling from every pore — I wait for the small crowd of day-trippers, keen to get the last ferry home, to make their way on to the boat before I approach Jamie. 
 
    ‘Jamie.’ He looks up from where he is fiddling with the thick maritime rope, frowning for a moment as his eyes meet mine. 
 
    ‘Becky Gannon. I thought that was you on the boat the other day.’ Jamie is two or three years younger than Megan and me, but any hope that he might not have recognised me was too good to be true. I, on the other hand, hadn’t recognised him as I’d been expecting Tony. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry to hear about Tony . . . about your dad.’ Tony Edgington had been the ferryman for as long as I had been alive, a familiar face as we boarded the ferry once a month or so, his mum sitting on the dock taking tickets. 
 
    Jamie shrugs, but he looks away. ‘One of those things. A shock, though, of course. My granny has taken it hard.’ 
 
    I realise now there is no sign of Sheila Edgington, always vividly recognisable in her scarlet coat at the edge of the dock, and I see the belt around Jamie’s waist, ticket book peeping out. 
 
    ‘Did you want something? Or are you getting on? I need to be away.’ 
 
    I pull my thin cardigan tighter around my body as the sea breeze picks up. ‘Jamie, I wanted to ask you about the festival last year. There’s a girl who went missing that night, and I’m trying to figure out what might have happened to her — apparently the weather the weekend of the festival was terrible, and I wondered if the ferry was running that night.’ 
 
    Jamie pauses, glancing towards the waiting ferry load of passengers. ‘I’ve heard the things you’ve been saying about Owen Murphy.’ He narrows his eyes. ‘You think he’s got something to do with the girl going missing?’ 
 
    I remember Megan’s face as she warned me off at the beach, the disappointment in her voice. ‘I’m writing a book. A true crime book. I’m not accusing anyone. I promised Violet’s sister I’d look into what could have happened to her.’ 
 
    Jamie gives me a long, hard look, his brow furrowing. Just when I think I should give it up and leave, he speaks. ‘It was filthy weather that night. The worst we’ve seen in a while.’ 
 
    My heart skips a beat. ‘So, the ferry wasn’t running?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t have thought so — my dad was still alive then, and I was doing building work. That’s how I remember, I got rained off and it was a big job, I was relying on the money for my daughter’s birthday. Dad would have wanted to get the day-trippers off the island — can’t be doing with the complaints when they get stuck, see? But you know yourself, when a storm comes, it doesn’t even need to be a bad one, it’s that easy for a boat to go down. My dad was sensible, he knew the risks. I can check the log with my Gran, but I don’t think it would have been running, not in weather like that — Dad would rather risk the anger of the day-trippers, than their lives.’ 
 
    ‘Really? That’s interesting, and really helpful.’ I say, feeling that old familiar buzz of a story in my veins. ‘Thanks for your time, Jamie. And again, I really am sorry about your dad, he was a good man.’ I walk away along the jetty, my mind already turning over the connotations of Jamie’s words. The ferry wasn’t running. This changes everything. 
 
    * * * 
 
    My feet turn onto the cobbled stones of the main street and music reaches my ears, as the streets are bustling, people spilling out from the pub onto the street with plastic pint glasses in hand. I forgot the week before the festival is almost like a pre-festival for the islanders, where the pubs and restaurants put on music and menus all have discounted prices, as if warming us up with pre-drinks. Il Porto is no less quiet than the other few establishments that line the main street, the air thick and heavy with alcohol and conversation, and I am grateful when the waitress leads me to a table outside overlooking the harbour. I order a large glass of Sauvignon and sit back to watch the streets, while I wait for Stephen. Gloria strolls along by the harbour wall, Megan and Mickey following behind, and I watch enviously as they laugh, Mickey pressing his hand to his chest as his shoulders lift up and down, and then they disappear out of sight, through the door of the pub. There are a few unfamiliar faces, visitors from the mainland who have decided a day trip isn’t enough, but many faces that pass by are known to me, and I shift in my seat slightly, wishing Stephen would hurry up. 
 
    Ten past eight. I check the time on my phone and note that there is no message from him. I have two bars of service — possibly the best service I can get on the whole of the island, and he hasn’t messaged to say he’ll be late, although we had agreed to meet at eight. I signal to the waitress to bring me another glass of wine and resume my people watching. Evie walks towards the sand, a carrier bag in her hand and I watch as she passes by Mia Rose and her friends, keeping her head down. There is a sharp twist in my chest as the scene plays out, familiar and painful. Why are you still here, Rebecca? The question plays on my mind, as everywhere I turn this evening painful memories rear up, blindsiding me. Sarah and Liam Rose appear from the back entrance to the village shop, and linking hands make their way up the main street. My breath sticks in my throat as they pause outside Il Porto, scanning the menu. After what feels like forever, they move on and I breathe again, ignoring the shaking of my hands as I reach for my wine. Twenty past eight. 
 
    By eight thirty I am thinking of leaving, after repeated checks on my phone show no word from Stephen. Disappointment trumps the small flicker of anger I feel at his standing me up, the thought of an evening alone in my mother’s silent, empty house, wondering if every noise outside is someone watching me, desperately unappealing. I push my chair back and fumble in my purse for a twenty pound note when I hear my name. 
 
    ‘Rebecca!’ Stephen waves frantically from the darkened restaurant, weaving his way between busy tables. He wears a white shirt and faded Levi’s, and I feel a whisper of relief at the sight of him, not quite strong enough to drown out the irritation I feel. ‘I’m so sorry, I got caught up at work.’ 
 
    Laying the money on the table I get to my feet, my face stiff as he leans to kiss me on the cheek. ‘I was just leaving.’ 
 
    ‘Are you terribly cross with me?’ Stephen gives me a half smile that I don’t return. 
 
    ‘I’ve been waiting for over half an hour. I thought you weren’t coming.’ 
 
    ‘Rebecca, I’m sorry. I couldn’t get away. Come on, sit down.’ Stephen tugs at my hand. ‘I’ll get us a nice bottle of wine.’ I slip my hand out of his, and he gives me an exaggerated look of apology. ‘Please? Things have just been . . . ugh, today has been awful.’ 
 
    ‘You couldn’t have called, or sent a text?’ 
 
    Stephen holds his hands up. ‘I know, I know, I am an absolute heel. I really am sorry . . . and surely sitting here making me pay the price for being late is better than sitting at home in that big, empty house on your own?’ He holds out a hand to me again, a crestfallen look on his face when I don’t take it. ‘Please?’ 
 
    I glance down at my empty wine glass. He has a point. 
 
    ‘Excuse me?’ Stephen waves at a passing waiter. ‘A bottle of Sancerre, please.’ He glances at me, and I sit back down, tucking my money back into my purse. 
 
    ‘I really am sorry. Work was just . . .’ Stephen blows out a long breath, and raises his glass, chinking it lightly against mine. ‘Ugh, Let’s not talk about it. How was your day?’ 
 
    ‘Busy,’ I say, and the flicker of irritation at his tardiness dies. ‘I went to visit Ivy again.’ 
 
    Stephen says nothing but raises his eyebrows. 
 
    I lean in close so as not to be overheard. ‘Her father wanted Violet to get married, and she refused, which is why people think that she ran away, but Stephen, I’m sure she didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘You’re sure?’ Stephen raises his eyebrows. ‘I mean, that changes a lot, doesn’t it? The fact that her father wanted her to get married. How can you be sure?’ 
 
    ‘The day of the festival, there was a storm.’ I rest my elbows on the table, shutting out the rest of the room. ‘There’s a high chance the ferry wasn’t running that night — in fact, I’m pretty certain, and so is Jamie, that it wasn’t running.’ 
 
    Stephen looks at me blankly, and I sigh impatiently. ‘If the ferry wasn’t running, how could Violet have left the island? She was seen on the Old Lighthouse Road, which would take her directly down to the harbour, but if the ferry wasn’t running . . . Stephen, I don’t think Violet ever left the island.’ 
 
    Stephen’s mouth tugs up in a smirk as he shakes his head. ‘Come on Becky, that’s ridiculous. Impossible, even.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not impossible. There are plenty of places to hide someone on this island if you wanted to, if you knew where to look.’ 
 
    The smile has dropped from Stephen’s face, and I wonder if it was ever really there, or I just saw it because it’s what I expected to see. ‘Becky, the police looked all over the island. There was no sign of Violet anywhere. I was here, I saw the search taking place.’ 
 
    ‘Did they search Owen’s house? He taught her after school Stephen, Owen knew her better than he’s let on to any of us. I know he did.’ 
 
    ‘Becky, you can’t know . . .’ Stephen pauses, looking over my shoulder. I turn to follow his gaze and see Megan approaching with Mickey in tow. Her eyes are bright, and she looks flushed. 
 
    ‘Hey, you two,’ she says, leaning in as Mickey hangs back. I catch a whiff of wine on her breath. ‘Not interrupting anything are we?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all,’ Stephen says smoothly, getting to his feet and pulling over another two chairs. ‘Here, join us.’ 
 
    ‘We won’t stay,’ Mickey says. ‘We were just passing, and Megan saw you from the street. We wondered if you fancied joining us for a drink after you’ve eaten?’ 
 
    I can feel my chances of talking about Violet with Stephen slipping away as he replies. ‘Maybe later, if Becky wants to. We were just in the middle of discussing Becky’s research for the new book. Maybe you guys could help.’ 
 
    I frantically feel around under the table with my sandal, pressing lightly on Stephen’s foot in a bid to shut him up. 
 
    ‘Are you still looking into Violet Monroe?’ Megan’s voice loses its jovial tone, a hard note creeping in, and I realise she is a little drunk. ‘I thought you were going to drop it?’ 
 
    ‘I told you I was going to find out what happened to her,’ I say quietly. 
 
    ‘Only I thought you were going to leave it,’ Megan goes on. She is definitely tipsy. ‘You’re not still getting on at poor Owen, are you?’ 
 
    ‘Megan, come on.’ Mickey taps her on the arm, gesturing for them to leave. 
 
    ‘Because I told you, you’re barking up the wrong tree.’ Megan eyes me critically. ‘Violet Monroe ran away, everyone knows that.’ She leans in, lowering her voice, but not enough that she can’t be overheard. ‘Becky, you have to stop with this idea you have about Owen being involved, just because he’s a teacher. After what happened before you left . . . you’re stirring up stuff that doesn’t need to be stirred.’ 
 
    I feel my cheeks grow warm, and I flounder for something to say. Of all the people, I never expected to hear those words from Megan. In vino veritas springs to mind. 
 
    ‘Ok, we’ll see you later, maybe.’ Mickey gives a sharp nod, and tugs on Megan’s arm to guide her away. I watch them leave, feeling the sharpness of Megan’s words like barbs on my skin. 
 
    ‘Everything OK between you two?’ Stephen’s voice is soft, and when I turn to face him the sunset from behind makes his hair glow like fire. 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ I say honestly. ‘I don’t think we’re fighting . . . but she isn’t happy about my looking into Violet’s disappearance.’ I pause, the lump in my throat making it hard to speak. ‘She seems to think I’m suspicious of Owen just because he’s a teacher. Because of what happened before. With Marcus.’ His name slices deep into my tongue. After not saying it for sixteen years it feels awkward and heavy every time I’ve said it since I’ve returned. My fingers reach for the napkin on the table, plucking and pulling at the paper fibres. ‘I think she thinks I’m trying to cause trouble.’ 
 
    Stephen sits back and eyes me critically. ‘Has she said much to you about before since you’ve been back?’ 
 
    ‘Not really.’ Napkin shredded, my fingers start to work on the bread in front of me, picking it apart and rolling it into tiny balls. ‘I get the feeling that she doesn’t want to talk about it . . . that she doesn’t want it all dragged up again. I don’t think Evie is aware of the whole story and I think she wants to protect her — maybe she doesn’t want Evie to know that it was my fault.’ I clear my throat as emotion makes it thick and tight. 
 
    ‘Did you have much contact with Megan after you left?’ Stephen asks. 
 
    ‘None, really.’ I sweep the tiny balls of bread into my palm and place them on the side plate. ‘I didn’t have any contact with anyone. I wrote to her after I left, just to let her know that I was settled, and I got a short letter back, but it felt . . . awkward, I suppose. I didn’t get to talk to her much once Marcus . . . died. Obviously, I told her that I had lied, but we didn’t get to talk about things in any great depth, especially after everyone else found out. She was . . . well, she said she was ill in the few weeks before I left.’ 
 
    ‘Ill?’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm. I tried to see her, but Gloria answered the door and said she was poorly, that she had the flu. I always wondered if perhaps she just didn’t want to see me, didn’t want to tell me that she thought I was an awful person for lying. I did wonder if it had been her that told everyone else I had lied, even though deep down I didn’t really want to think that. I didn’t speak to her properly again until she called to tell me that I needed to come back.’ 
 
    Stephen smiles as the waiter lays two steaming bowls of pasta in front of us. I am hungry, but my stomach gives a lurch as the scent of garlic and parmesan hits my nose. Once the waiter leaves, Stephen says, ‘But everything was OK between you, once you came home?’ 
 
    ‘It was.’ I nod, wrapping spaghetti around my fork slowly. ‘Seeing Megan again . . . it felt more like coming home than actually going back to my mother’s house. And it was all fine.’ Almost — but not quite — as if I had never been away. ‘Until I mentioned Owen, and the idea that he might know something about Violet’s disappearance.’ 
 
    ‘I can understand what Megan is saying,’ Stephen says. ‘Look, I can’t say too much — I’m his boss, and it wouldn’t be appropriate — and I genuinely like the guy, but if you’re telling me that he was teaching Violet outside of school, without my knowledge then that makes things a little . . . odd.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not just that.’ I manage a few bites of food, washing them down with a crisp sip of wine. ‘The way he was with Evie at Gloria’s committee dinner, sneaking up to her bedroom, and again at the dance . . . I know I wasn’t imagining the way he was looking at her. Like, she was . . . I don’t know . . . prey.’ A shiver snakes down my spine as I picture his face. ‘Did the police ever speak to him about Violet’s disappearance? Search his house or anything?’ 
 
    Stephen frowns, his face a little pale. ‘Well, they spoke to all of us some point but just generally. Not as . . . suspects.’ He pushes his plate away, his appetite seemingly lost. ‘They didn’t speak to Owen that way either. Not that I know of. Why would they? They had no reason to.’ 
 
    But maybe I do. Maybe I could search his house. The pasta rolls in my belly, and I swallow down the nausea that rises. ‘Excuse me, won’t you? I’ll pop to the ladies and get us another bottle from the bar on the way back.’ 
 
    In the bathroom, I wash my hands and ignore the pale reflection of my face in the mirror. I could be barking up the wrong tree completely, but Owen seems to have hidden the fact he was teaching Violet privately from Stephen — why would he do that? Shoving my way back out towards the bar, I squeeze into a gap and rest my elbows on the bar, waving slightly to get the barmaid’s attention. 
 
    ‘Here. Let me.’ A voice says in my ear, and I turn to see Gabe Kelly behind me. ‘You’ll wait hours otherwise.’ Gabe raises a hand, and the barmaid responds immediately. I order a bottle of wine, telling her to keep it corked. I’ll persuade Stephen that we can take it home to drink. 
 
    ‘You’re not staying?’ Gabe’s voice is warm and thick, like treacle, his accent thicker than any other on the island. 
 
    ‘Not tonight.’ I run my eyes over his face, clocking the puffiness under one eye, the scratch on his neck. As he passes me the bottle of wine from the barmaid, I see a thin scab of dried blood on his knuckle. ‘What happened to you?’ 
 
    Gabe glances down at his hand and shakes his head. ‘Nothing. Caught my hand at work.’ He looks me over, and I resist the urge to squirm under his scrutiny. ‘You still looking for Violet?’ 
 
    ‘What if I am?’ I raise my chin slightly, meeting his eyes in a defiant glare. 
 
    ‘I told you before, it’s not a good idea. Leave things alone.’ His eyes darken and I feel a flicker of fear in my belly. ‘You’ve already been warned.’ 
 
    ‘Are you threatening me?’ 
 
    Gabe shakes his head and backs away, leaving me standing in a crush of bodies at the bar. He moves away to a small table at the back of the room, and I see him bend to greet someone. As he slides into the seat next to them, Owen Murphy lifts his head and stares in my direction. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    Returning to our table, I hold the cold bottle of wine aloft, not sure if my palms are damp with sweat, or condensation. 
 
    ‘Shall we move the party on?’ I say, trying to keep my tone light. 
 
    ‘Sure.’ Stephen shrugs and gets to his feet. ‘I’ll get the bill.’ As he heads to the bar to pay the tab directly, I move to the door, desperate for some fresh air. A hand brushes my shoulder, making me jump and I turn to see Owen. 
 
    ‘Becky. I just wanted to let you know, no hard feelings.’ Owen eyes me closely, and I get the impression of a shark circling its prey. ‘About the other night. Megan knows I was only looking after Evie, that you jumped to conclusions.’ 
 
    I grit my teeth, forcing a smile onto my face. ‘Of course, you were. You can understand how it appeared though. Especially as I had heard that you were tutoring Violet Monroe outside of school.’ I hadn’t heard it until after, but for a brief moment I enjoy the look on his face as he rears back as if I have tipped a bucket of cold water over him. 
 
    ‘Where did you hear that?’ The shock dissipates, leaving his eyes flat and cold, a hard tone to his voice. My pulse speeds up, my body gearing into fight or flight mode. 
 
    ‘A reliable source.’ I adjust the strap of my bag over my shoulder, his reaction telling me that perhaps my instinct about him is right. ‘Although if Violet really did run away, then I’m sure you don’t have anything to worry about.’ Over Owen’s shoulder I see Gabe watching us intently, his face darkened by shadows, and my pulse spikes again. 
 
    ‘Becky? Ready to go?’ Stephen appears beside me, reaching for my hand and smiling at Owen. ‘Owen, how are you?’ 
 
    I marvel at Stephen’s ability to charm and behave as if I haven’t spent the last hour at dinner telling him my suspicions about Owen being involved in Violet’s disappearance. They talk for a brief moment, as all the while I feel Gabe’s eyes on me, and I breathe a sigh of relief when Stephen eventually says goodbye and claps Owen on the arm, before leading me out into the still busy streets. 
 
    ‘Fancy walking back along the beach? We could stop off and drink the wine.’ 
 
    The streets are full of drinkers, the air thick and muggy with the heatwave that is still playing out and I can feel the thud of a headache at my temples. ‘Do you mind if we give it a miss? Save the wine for tomorrow?’ I look up at Stephen, and he pauses, leaning down to kiss me. 
 
    ‘It’s been a long day, huh?’ 
 
    I nod, suddenly feeling exhausted. It has been a long day, and now I want nothing more than to go home alone and get a good night’s sleep. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It’s not until I am brushing my teeth in my pyjamas, watching myself in the age-spotted mirror in the bathroom, that I realise what feels out of place. Every door in the house was open when I came home. Maybe this wouldn’t be unusual to some people, but I have a habit of closing every internal door when I leave the house — something I started when my London flat was burgled. I feel safer if the doors are all closed, knowing that if I come home and they are open then someone has been in the house. Tonight, I had been so emotionally drained from the events of the day that I had drifted straight upstairs to get ready for bed, barely registering that my bedroom door was open. And now, as I stand frozen, toothbrush in my mouth, I realise the bathroom door was open too. Spitting into the sink, I wipe my mouth and switch off the light, moving to the bedroom window to pull the curtains closed, keen to shut out the shadows that stretch their long fingers across the garden. 
 
    My knees feel wobbly as I snatch up my phone from the nightstand and head downstairs to check the rest of the house. As I reach the hallway, I see the sitting room door and the kitchen door both stand open and a shot of adrenaline rushes through my veins. The upstairs doors I could maybe have overlooked, but not all of them. Not the downstairs too. 
 
    Someone has been in here. Although the air doesn’t feel disturbed, and as I glance at the kitchen table, I see my laptop and charger are still there, my notes stacked neatly the way I left them, and my mother’s ancient TV still sits in the sitting room, there is no other explanation. Moving quickly to the kitchen, I keep the lights off despite the rapid thudding of my pulse in my ears and the urgent cramping in my bladder. On unsteady legs I walk towards the window, peering out into the darkness beyond. The sun has disappeared well below the horizon, but the cloudless sky is illuminated by a bright summer moon, white light puddling across the wild garden. Whoever it is will be gone by now. As the thought flickers through my mind, there is movement at the end of the garden and I still, my mouth going dry. It’s not the wind — the air is as thick and sultry as it was this afternoon — and as I watch the movement comes again, the cautious shadow of a figure disappearing around the side of my mother’s garden shed. Fumbling for my phone, I dial 999 with shaking fingers, stepping out into the garden as my heart pounds in my chest, leaving me breathless. 
 
    ‘Police, please,’ I respond to the voice on the other end of the line. ‘There’s . . . an intruder, in my garden. I think they’ve been in my house.’ Barely listening to the operator as she tells me in a thick island accent that someone will be out to see me shortly, I scan the garden for further movement, for any sign that the intruder is still here. I spot a rake leaning against the garden wall and snatch it up, not sure exactly what damage I’ll do with it, but feeling safer for it anyway as I press myself against the wall of the house. 
 
    A few minutes later there is a sharp rapping at the front door, and I hurry inside, opening the door to a familiar face as blue lights flash behind him. Ryan Baker, the boy I thought Megan was seeing sixteen years ago. He wears a police uniform, and my heart sinks a little. 
 
    ‘Becky.’ Ryan nods, and I stand aside to let him in. 
 
    ‘Ryan. I didn’t know you were a police officer.’ I follow him through the kitchen to the back garden. 
 
    ‘Why would you?’ Ryan’s tone is cool. ‘You said there was someone in the garden?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Out there.’ I step past him out on to the patio. ‘Just down by the shed. As if they were creeping around. And the doors were all open in the house.’ 
 
    Ryan clicks on his torch, scanning the garden. He doesn’t look at me as he speaks. ‘Did you not leave them open?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I frown, as Ryan scans the ground close to the shed, before looking to me. 
 
    ‘Nothing here. No footprints, nothing disturbed. The shed is still locked.’ Ryan shrugs. ‘To be honest, there’s nothing to prove there was anyone here at all.’ His eyes meet mine, and I feel an icy trickle, like dirty rainwater, run down my spine. He doesn’t believe me. 
 
    ‘There have been other things too,’ I say. ‘Someone smashed glass across my path, they left a note wrapped around a brick, telling me to leave, and then I came home to a decomposing bird on my doorstep. Someone posted a picture of me through my front door . . . it was . . . defaced.’ I stop short at telling him someone left a photograph of Marcus stuck to the fridge. 
 
    ‘Did you report those things?’ 
 
    ‘I . . . no.’ I don’t say it’s because I didn’t think I would be believed. 
 
    Ryan sighs, clipping his torch back on to his belt. ‘Well, there’s no one here now. You probably disturbed a fox or something. Maybe you’re not remembering things correctly when it comes to the doors inside.’ Maybe you’re lying again. The words hang unspoken in the air. 
 
    ‘Rebecca? Are you OK?’ A figure appears in the kitchen doorway, and I feel a wave of relief as Stephen steps into the garden. ‘I was getting ready for bed, and I saw the blue lights. What’s happened?’ He steps forward and as he wraps his arms around me, I feel tears spring to my eyes. He smells floral, like soap, and as I raise my eyes to the house below, I see a light on in the upstairs window. 
 
    ‘There was someone in the garden,’ I say, feeling his lips brush my hair, as my body starts to tremble. ‘I think they’d been in the house too.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing to prove that though,’ Ryan Baker says briskly, a look I can’t quite read on his face. ‘Most likely a fox, or some other animal.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, officer.’ Stephen turns a charming smile on Ryan and, letting go of me, ushers him towards the front door as I trail behind. Ryan doesn’t look at me as he steps into his waiting police car, pulling away with the lights still flashing, and as he disappears down the narrow sea path, I lean against Stephen, feeling deflated. 
 
    ‘He didn’t believe me,’ I say, ‘he might just as well have called me a liar. I shouldn’t have bothered calling them.’ 
 
    ‘You should have called me.’ Stephen pulls me into a hug, stroking my back through the thin cotton of my pyjamas. ‘I would have come straight over.’ 
 
    ‘I will next time.’ 
 
    ‘Hopefully there won’t be a next time.’ Stephen pulls back and brushes my hair away from my face, as he smiles. ‘Do you want me to stay here tonight? I just need to pop back and lock up properly and then I can, if you want me to.’ 
 
    I nod, and it’s not until half an hour later, when Stephen slides into the bed beside me, that I begin to feel even fractionally safe. Stephen reaches for me, dropping light kisses on my face and neck, and then lower, tugging my pyjama top over my head as he slides between my legs and I close my eyes, surrendering to the fiery touch of his hands all over me. But even that isn’t enough to drown out the words that persistently swirl around in my head. The idea that it doesn’t matter what I do, or who I become, I will always be the girl who lied about Marcus Rose. I will always be the girl responsible for his death. I will never be believed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When I wake in the morning after a fretful night’s sleep, the other side of the bed is empty and a rapidly cooling mug of tea sits on the nightstand beside me, as a sharp rapping comes from the front door. 
 
    Groaning, I push back the duvet, the room already warm as sunlight streams through the thin curtains. I pull my pyjamas back on and hurry downstairs, hoping that Stephen has forgotten something, but when I open the door it’s Gabe Kelly who stands on the doorstep. 
 
    ‘Morning Becky,’ he says, swiping his dark hair back off his forehead. It’s hot out already despite the early hour and there is a slight dampness at the neckline of his grey t-shirt. ‘I’m sorry to disturb you.’ 
 
    ‘Gabe. What can I do for you?’ Aware that I am not wearing anything under the thin cotton of my pyjamas, I cross my arms over my body. 
 
    ‘I, err . . .’ he shifts uncomfortably on the step. ‘I left some tools here I think, the other day. Would it be OK to come and check?’ 
 
    I pause for a moment, just as Owen Murphy appears at the end of the sea path, his head turned towards Stephen’s house as he marches along the gritty, gravelled path. ‘OK.’ I stand to one side, letting Gabe into the hallway. ‘I haven’t seen anything though.’ 
 
    Gabe drops his tool bag on the kitchen floor and moves easily to the back door, as if he has done it a thousand times before. ‘I think I left them in the shed, that’s the only place I can think of. Do you mind if I . . . ?’ he gestures out into the garden, and I shake my head, passing him the small key to the shed padlock. 
 
    I watch as he strides across the browning grass, past the wilting roses and pile of dead weeds that I have left there since his last visit. The hairs on the back of my neck prickle as he fumbles with the lock, déjà vu making me dizzy. Was it Gabe I saw last night at the bottom of the garden? I feel slightly sick at the thought of him roaming around in the dark, watching me, backlit in the glow of the bedroom lamp. Gabe steps inside the shed, and my eyes go to the bag he left on the floor, half open, the silver glint of a spanner just visible in the gap in the zip. Without thinking, I drop to my knees and gently tug the zip open. The bag is a jumble of spanners, pots of screws, a length of rope and a small bag of cable ties. The sight of them makes my stomach lurch. I’ve read too many stories in the course of my research on other uses for cable ties, and I glance frantically towards the garden, but Gabe is still in the shed. Sliding my hand in to the inside pocket, I pull out a wallet. It’s old and battered, brown leather that is well worn, and I open it to see a driving licence, Gabe’s face gazing out sternly. But it isn’t that that grabs my attention. It’s the photo on the other side, carefully folded in half. In that picture, Gabe looks bright and happy as he grins at the camera. There is someone beside him, leaning into him — a woman. But all that is visible is her long blonde hair, her face hidden on the other side of the photo. My fingers itch to remove it and have a look, but footsteps come up the path and I hastily shove it back into the bag, clumsily pulling the zip closed and getting to my feet just as Gabe comes in the door emptyhanded. 
 
    ‘No sign of them?’ I ask, slightly breathless. 
 
    ‘No. I’m sorry to have bothered you, I can’t think where I left them.’ Gabe meets my eyes coolly and I feel my cheeks start to burn. ‘How are you getting on? I thought you’d have the place on the market by now.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been busy. Working.’ 
 
    Gabe looks as though he wants to say something, and I steel myself for a comment about Violet, about leaving well alone. Instead, Gabe says, ‘Is your man there not helping?’ He nods in the direction of Stephen’s house. ‘I thought he was handy with the tools?’ 
 
    ‘He’s been busy too.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you’ll want to be away soon, eh? You’re isolated up here, on your own.’ 
 
    I suddenly feel uncomfortable, a longing for Gabe to leave washing over me. ‘I lived here for a long time before, Gabe, I can look after myself.’ I move towards the front door, relieved when he follows me. 
 
    ‘If you need anything doing, you call me. I’ll be happy to help, like I said. You’ll get this place sold in no time. Back in London before you know it.’ 
 
    I smile, a thin watery version that doesn’t feel right on my face. Why is Gabe so keen to see me gone? ‘I have a few things to resolve first.’ The words escape before I can even think about it. ‘I’m not going anywhere until I find out what happened to Violet. I’ll stay as long as it takes.’ 
 
    ‘You’re determined, aren’t you?’ Gabe steps out on to the path, but turns to stare at me, the scratch on his neck standing out vividly in the morning sunshine. ‘Becky, you need to drop it. Just believe that Violet left of her own accord, patch up your house and go back to the mainland.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not what Ivy says.’ 
 
    ‘I mean it, Becky.’ He walks away, and I close the door behind me, leaning against the heavy oak as I pull in a ragged breath, my knees threatening to give way. 
 
    Was it Gabe who was in my garden last night? Is he the one trying to drive me away? I think of the dilapidated barn, padlocked and secure, and the cuts on Gabe’s hands and neck. I think of the way he sat with Owen Murphy, their heads together in private conversation. Gabe Kelly is hiding something, I’m sure of it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    After Gabe leaves, I hurry upstairs to dress, throwing on swimwear with a towelling dress over the top. I need to get out of the house, and into the water. I need to clear my head of all the thoughts that are circling, tightening like a band across my scalp. 
 
    The heatwave continues; the sun already fierce overhead. The path beneath my feet is dry and dusty, tiny particles rising as I walk and catching in my throat, as sweat trickles its way between my shoulder blades. Passing Stephen’s house, the remains of Mr Goodman’s garden are wilted and brown, a fine layer of sand and dust building up on the path. The curtains are all drawn, giving the house a closed-up look, although I know Stephen is probably just trying to keep the heat out. It’s the kind of weather that turns people mad, and as I make my way down the sea path towards the beach, bodies litter the sand, day-trippers already arriving on the early ferry. 
 
    Skirting the main beach, I head for the cove, hoping for a little privacy. Gabe’s visit has unsettled me, and ever since I saw the shadows moving at the end of the garden last night, I’ve been unable to shake the feeling of eyes on the back of my neck, watching me. But as I round the edge of the cliff, my feet slow. The cove is already occupied. 
 
    Evie sits on the rocky outcrop at the shoreline, looking out to sea, much the same way that Megan was when I met her on the beach. Their profiles are similar as I stand and stare, Evie’s hair blowing in the slight sea breeze. She raises a hand to push it away from her face, and I see it again, that vague familiarity in her features and in the way she holds herself, but I still can’t put my finger on it, the fleeting sense of déjà vu like a whisper on the breeze. Evie fidgets on the rocks, pulling her knees to her chest and resting her bare feet on the seaweed-covered face. Shouldn’t she be in school? When I glance at my phone, I see it’s still early, barely eight o’clock. I tuck my towel more securely over my shoulder and begin to walk towards her when I realise I am not the only person besides Evie on the beach. 
 
    Owen Murphy appears at the bottom of the cliff path, slipping his shoes from his feet before he makes his way across the sand to the outcrop where Evie sits. As she turns, a smile on her face, I realise that this is no chance meeting. Owen Murphy has arranged to meet Evie in the cove, early this morning. 
 
    There is a flutter in my chest as my heart skips, although whether is fear or anxiety, I am not sure, and I find myself drawing back behind the cliff edge, letting the chalky rocks obscure me from view. What on earth is he doing, meeting Evie here like this? I think of his face as he looked me over last night. No hard feelings, Becky. I feel greasy, as if his words have left a layer of oil over my skin. Owen holds out a hand and Evie presses something into his palm, but I am too far away to see what exactly. Owen smiles, peering at whatever Evie has handed to him, and says something. Evie smiles back, dipping her head and I feel my pulse stutter. I recognise that look. It’s the same look I’m sure was on my own face when Marcus Rose walked me across the playground at the school dance. Owen Murphy might be in his late forties, a teacher, and more than a little creepy, but no matter what Evie might have said about him, she doesn’t think he’s weird. She likes him, in a way a teenage girl shouldn’t like a man in his forties. She likes him in a dangerous way. 
 
    The shrill beep of a text alert on my phone emits from the depths of my bag and I pull around the cliff edge, scraping my arm on the sharp edge of the rocks as I dip out of sight. The beep comes again, and I fumble in my tote bag for my phone, my fingers scrabbling for the side button to put it on silent. When I peer back around the cliff edge, Evie is on her feet and walking towards the steep, rocky path that winds up the cliff to the main road, Owen following behind her. At the foot of the path, they both pause to slide their shoes back on, Owen glancing over his shoulder, before he follows Evie along the twisty, gravelled path, his hand resting lightly at the base of her spine. I watch until they reach the top, speaking briefly before they go their separate ways. Owen goes first, turning left and hurrying up the hill towards St Benedict’s. Evie waits a few moments, fiddling with her phone, before she smooths her hair back into a ponytail and starts to walk slowly in Owen’s wake. Once he is out of sight, Evie picks up the pace and I watch until she disappears, that same creeping, unsettling feeling lodged deep in my stomach as I picture the two of them together on the beach. The memory of her face as she looked up at him makes my pulse spike, and I blow out a long breath, everything feeling decidedly overwhelming and complicated. Glancing down at my phone again, I see Megan’s name and I swipe to open her text. She has a day off, and she wants to meet for lunch. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ Megan gives me a rueful grin as she stands on the doorstep, a rapidly wilting bouquet of flowers in one hand, and a carrier bag containing baguettes from the café in the other. ‘Mickey said I had too much to drink last night.’ 
 
    I stand aside to let her in, feeling foggy and a little confused. I had returned home from the beach and immersed myself in the notes and transcripts I have made on Violet, my brain working overtime as I struggled to put the pieces together in a way that makes sense. ‘It’s fine. Come in.’ 
 
    Megan heads straight for the kitchen and pulls out the sandwiches, as I scoop my notes into a pile and close my laptop. ‘Here.’ She passes me a plate. ‘You look like you’re wasting away.’ 
 
    I glance down. I have lost weight since I’ve been here, but I put it down to the stress of my mother dying, fear of someone wanting me to leave, and the heat. Not to mention Violet. ‘I’ll live.’ 
 
    ‘You certainly seem to be enjoying dinner out quite a lot.’ Megan grins, her mouth full of food and I let the last of my irritation with her slide away. ‘Are you two . . . going out?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing that official,’ I say with a laugh, although my stomach flips at the memory of Stephen in my bed last night, the weight of him on top of me, the fire that raged in my veins as he kissed me. ‘It’s just temporary, Meg. I’ll be gone once the house is finished.’ 
 
    Megan sobers, laying her sandwich back down on the plate. ‘You’ll definitely be leaving?’ 
 
    I sigh, no longer hungry, a thirst for a cold glass of wine making me lick my lips. ‘I think so.’ I glance up, catching the frown on her features. ‘I mean, I’d love nothing more than to stay . . . but it’s too difficult.’ 
 
    ‘I guess you have to do what’s best for you.’ There is a tone to her voice, something sharp and jagged, and I get the impression that she thinks that’s exactly what I did before. 
 
    ‘Someone was in the garden last night,’ I say. ‘Lurking around the shed. Someone broke into the house and left a photo of Marcus on the fridge. Someone smashed glass across my doorstep, then left a rotting bird on my porch. It’s not a case of what is best for me, it’s a case of I have to do what will keep me safe. Someone wants me gone, Megan, and I don’t know how far they’ll go to get rid of me.’ 
 
    ‘You think . . . ?’ Megan’s eyes meet mine, and I think how tired she looks, her eyes rimmed with dark circles. ‘You think you’ll sell then and go?’ 
 
    I shrug, feeling a wave of grief wash over me. This is my childhood home. Even when I stepped onto the ferry that morning sixteen years earlier, I never thought I wouldn’t return. I always knew this house would be waiting for me. I just didn’t know that my mother would no longer be in it. 
 
    Megan sighs, reaching out a hand across the table as I let tears of self-pity sting my eyes. ‘It’s a lot to process,’ she says quietly. ‘Your mum not being here, the house being in the state it is . . . you didn’t know what you were coming back to.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe I shouldn’t have left in the first place. Maybe I should have stuck it out.’ I look at her now, guilt making my stomach twist. ‘I’m sorry, Meg. I’m sorry that I lied. Not just about Marcus, but that I lied to you about it in the first place. I should have never said those things. I don’t even know why I wanted to be part of Jenny’s group in the first place, they were fucking awful.’ 
 
    Megan lets out a soft huff of laughter, but she pulls her hand away and gets to her feet, pacing the kitchen floor. ‘Let’s not talk about it, Becky, please.’ 
 
    ‘I want to apologise,’ I say, fumbling for a sheet of kitchen roll to wipe my nose. ‘I just felt so . . . alone. You weren’t around much, and I felt like I had nobody.’ Megan opens her mouth to protest but I cut her off. ‘I’m not blaming you. I know you were busy with tutoring but every time I went to find you in Mr Foster’s room you were never there, and I thought you’d dumped me for Ryan Baker.’ 
 
    Megan snorts, but her eyes are wet. ‘Becky, it’s done.’ That sharp edge is back to her voice. ‘I don’t want to talk it over, I can’t. I have to think about Evie, and Mickey. About my family. That’s all I have room for.’ She pauses, fiddling with the hair that falls into her eyes. 
 
    I swallow, not sure how to respond. ‘Megan, I . . .’ 
 
    ‘No, Becky. Please. No more.’ Megan casts her eyes around the kitchen, at the figurines and ornaments that my mother has collected, the jumble of pots and pans, the pile of old post that I’ve shoved into a corner. ‘Come on, let me help with some of this stuff. Clearing some of the rubbish might make you feel better.’ 
 
    I think of the notes I need to write up on Violet, the email I have to send to my editor reassuring her that there is a story here and I push it down, out of sight. ‘Ok. Thank you. And I am sorry, really.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The afternoon passes in a blur of tears and laughter, as Megan and I sort through the old sideboard in the kitchen. It’s crammed to the hilt with paperwork, bills, and old letters but mostly dodgy pieces of artwork, school reports and pictures. 
 
    ‘Oh Lord, look at this.’ Megan pulls out a photo of the two of us, aged around twelve. We both wear fake blonde plaited hairpieces — thank you Christina Aguilera — despite the fact Megan is a brunette and my hair was a decidedly bright shade of ginger that year, and platform jelly shoes. ‘We thought we were the bee’s knees.’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t that the year you tried to snog Scott Beckett after assembly, and he threw up on your skirt?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently he hated the taste of Juicy Fruit.’ Megan shrugs as I dissolve into laughter, pulling out more of the paperwork from the cupboard. It feels like old times. 
 
    ‘What about this?’ I hold up a photo of the two of us outside a tent, both of us soaked to the skin. 
 
    ‘Duke of Edinburgh, 2004,’ Megan says, reaching for it. ‘God, wasn’t it fucking awful? It rained the whole time, and Mr Foster shouted at us for not eating his crappy dehydrated food. Scott Beckett puked that weekend too.’ 
 
    Laughter dies on my lips as I reach for the photo, plucking it from between Megan’s fingers. ‘I’d forgotten we did that,’ I say softly, running a finger over the glossy paper. I think of Owen, pulling out of the Duke of Edinburgh trip the previous year. Was Violet part of the Duke of Edinburgh group? I should ask Stephen. As if I have conjured him up, my phone rings and his name fills the screen. Megan smirks and waves a hand at me before she steps into the garden. 
 
    ‘Hi.’ 
 
    ‘Hey you. Sorry I dashed out on you this morning; you looked too pretty to wake.’ 
 
    Remembering my nest of bed hair and the dry sensation in my mouth caused by too much wine, I roll my eyes. ‘Thank you for staying last night. I’m sorry it was all over nothing.’ Not quite nothing. Despite what Ryan Baker insinuated I know I saw someone. 
 
    ‘Pleasure.’ His tone changes as he lowers his voice. ‘Listen, are you sure Owen was tutoring Violet?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what Ivy said. Why would she lie about it?’ 
 
    ‘I never said she was lying. I just asked if you were sure.’ 
 
    Excitement flares in my veins. I know Stephen can’t tell me anything, but he’s asking if I’m sure for a reason. ‘Would you have been angry if he was tutoring her?’ He wasn’t tutoring her at school. Realisation dawns and I feel a tingle at the base of my spine. 
 
    ‘No, of course not.’ 
 
    Megan appears at the kitchen door, holding up a thumb. She drops it when she sees the look on my face. 
 
    ‘I have to go,’ I say. I hang up and try to smile at Megan. 
 
    ‘Everything OK?’ 
 
    I debate not telling her, but then I think of the way Owen’s hand rested on the small of Evie’s back, of the way she looked up at him on the beach this morning and I can’t not tell her. ‘I think Owen was tutoring Violet outside of school, without anyone else knowing.’ 
 
    Megan sinks down into a chair, pulling a face. ‘Maybe Violet didn’t want everyone to know. Her family didn’t want her to stay in school.’ 
 
    ‘Owen didn’t need to hide it from Stephen,’ I say flatly. 
 
    Megan presses her fingers to her lips. ‘Becky, I don’t really know what you’re—’ 
 
    ‘I saw him. Today. At the beach, with Evie.’ 
 
    ‘Today?’ 
 
    ‘Early this morning. It looked like they’d arranged to meet.’ It looked intimate, I want to say. 
 
    ‘She was probably asking for help; you know she wants to get an A in English Lit,’ Megan says, but a note of doubt creeps into her voice. 
 
    ‘Of course. That was probably it.’ Seeing the fatigue on Megan’s face, the way she spoke about Evie earlier, I don’t press things. ‘You should get back to Evie, she’ll be home soon, won’t she?’ 
 
    Megan gets to her feet, an air of relief about her. ‘Yeah, I should get back. Mickey’ll want his tea when he gets in.’ I follow her out, the sunshine that streams in through the open door warming my feet. ‘What are you two lovebirds up to tonight?’ She gestures to my phone, tips me a wink. ‘Stephen must be keen, he left work early to meet you yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘He left . . . ?’ Despite the sunshine, a chill rakes through me. ‘Nothing tonight. I need to work on my chapter and get an early night.’ 
 
    I watch as Megan jumps into her little red mini and peels away, my eyes going to the empty parking space outside Stephen’s house. I’m so sorry, I got caught up at work. I picture his face as he arrived at the table, the lie sliding easily off his tongue. Stephen lied to me. He didn’t get caught up at the school. So where was he? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    My notes are open on the table, but I struggle to concentrate as I flick through them, feeling as though something is missing. Why did he lie? I have that same free-falling sensation I had the night Asa came home and told me there was someone else. I pull up the file named “Violet” on my laptop, and shift in my seat, hot and fractious. Her face fills the screen, and the knot of uncertainty in my stomach loosens. I’m here to find out what happened to Violet, not embroil myself in a romance with a man I barely know. I open my inbox, scrolling past the messages from my editor, no doubt wanting to know where I am with the book. 
 
    Shoving thoughts of Stephen and his deception to the back of my mind, I pause in my scrolling as a name I recognise leaps from the screen. Jamie Edgington. Clicking to open it, I scan the message. 
 
      
 
    Becky, 
 
    I spoke to my Granny about the night Violet Monroe was last seen. 
 
      
 
    I note how he doesn’t say the night she disappeared, or the night she went missing. 
 
      
 
    She said there was no way any boats would have left the harbour that night, especially not my father’s. He never would have sailed in weather like that (which is just as I thought) and she says the harbourmaster would never have let any private vessels sail. It was too rough. I hope you find what you’re looking for. 
 
    J 
 
    Sent from my iPhone 
 
      
 
    I sit back in my chair, rereading Jamie’s message. Here is the proof I wanted — there is no way Violet could have left the island by boat the night she disappeared. And there is no other way off the island. I tap my pen against my teeth, before scribbling a note onto the pad on the table. Violet has to still be here, somewhere. Which means someone, on this island, knows exactly what happened to her. I think of Ivy, alone all day in her spotlessly clean caravan with her baby, all the while waiting for news of Violet. As Ivy’s face fills my mind, something snags in my mind, and I reach for my phone. There is one bar of signal that flickers in and out at the top of the screen, and with a rush of adrenaline I shove my chair back and head out to where the front garden meets the sea path. A second bar of signal comes to life, and I dial Ivy’s number. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ 
 
    ‘Ivy? It’s Rebecca Gannon.’ 
 
    ‘Rebecca? How are you?’ There is pause, and I realise what Ivy is waiting for. ‘You have . . . do you have news? About Violet?’ 
 
    I let out a breath, inwardly cursing myself for not thinking. ‘No Ivy, I don’t. I’m so sorry. But I think I am getting somewhere.’ It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell her that I don’t think there’s any way Violet could have left the island, but I don’t, knowing I can’t prove anything yet. ‘I wanted to ask you about Violet, and school. You said she had tutoring from Mr Murphy. Were they close?’ 
 
    ‘She liked him,’ Ivy says, ‘she said he was the only one apart from me who listened to her.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know where he tutored her?’ 
 
    Ivy is silent for a moment. ‘Well, I guessed it was at the school. She never told me otherwise.’ 
 
    I feel a flicker of excitement, a stirring that makes me feel certain Owen Murphy has to have something to do with all of this. ‘What about other school activities? Was Violet involved in the Duke of Edinburgh scheme?’ 
 
    ‘Uh . . . I think she was in the beginning.’ I hear a cry in the background and Ivy makes a shushing sound. ‘Daddy wasn’t too happy though. He didn’t like anything that kept her at school longer than usual. That’s why she never told him about the tutoring. She was supposed to go on some trip the weekend that she disappeared, the weekend of the festival, but because she dropped the whole thing she didn’t go. Maybe it would have been better if she had.’ Ivy’s voice thickens and she sniffs, as someone murmurs in the background. 
 
    I feel it, that buzz of electricity in my veins that means I am on the right track — I know I am. That feeling is probably the only thing I miss from being a journalist and is one of the reasons I write true crime — the static crackle of adrenaline that runs through me when things start to come together, and the story starts to become visible. ‘Ivy, please try not to think like that.’ Ivy sniffs again, and the baby babbles nonsensically in the background. ‘Listen, do you have a telephone number for Lydia? There was something she said . . . I just need to ask her a few questions.’ 
 
    ‘Lydia?’ Ivy’s voice takes on a brighter tone. ‘She’s right here, if you wanted to speak to her now. Lydia!’ 
 
    There is a rustling as Ivy hands over the phone, and I press my hand to my forehead, my palm coming away sticky. The sun overhead is relentless, the air hot and dry as I breathe in. ‘Hello?’ 
 
    ‘Yes? You wanted to speak with me?’ Lydia’s voice is quiet, and I have to strain to hear her. 
 
    ‘Lydia, I wanted to ask you about something you said about Violet, about the day of the festival.’ A crunching of gravel comes from around the bend, and then a few seconds later Stephen’s car comes into view. My heart lurches in my chest and I half-turn, shielding my face from view. 
 
    ‘What about it?’ Lydia sounds nervous, the pitch of her voice rising. ‘I have to be quick, Brendan will be home soon, and he likes Ivy to be alone when he gets in. He doesn’t like the noise, he says.’ 
 
    Stephen is stepping out of his car, and I am aware of his eyes on me, a touch on the back of my neck. I turn, the phone clamped to my ear, and he smiles, his hand lifting in a wave. I raise my hand half-heartedly. 
 
    ‘You said that day at the festival, you saw Violet.’ 
 
    ‘I did see her, but not to talk to. She was busy.’ 
 
    ‘You told me she was talking to someone at the festival — you were going to tell me and then we were interrupted.’ 
 
    Lydia pauses for a moment, and I can almost hear her brain working. ‘Violet was with Gabe for a bit . . . she wanted someone to go on the Ferris wheel with her and none of the girls wanted to, because of the rain.’ I remember that Ivy had said Violet was going to see Gabe at the festival. 
 
    ‘Was she with him the whole time?’ A seed of doubt plants in my belly. Stephen removes his bag from the car, giving me another glance as he heads towards the house. 
 
    ‘Oh no,’ Lydia says. ‘The last time I saw her she was behind one of the food stands, tucked away if you know what I mean? As if she didn’t really want to be seen, although she wasn’t wearing a coat, so she might have just not wanted to get wet.’ 
 
    ‘Was she alone?’ 
 
    ‘No. She was talking to someone. I couldn’t quite see who it was, but I’m pretty sure it was one of the teachers, from St Benedict’s. I think he taught my brother for a little while when he first started there — English?’ Ivy murmurs something in the background. ‘Murphy? Ivy says his name is Mr Murphy.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hanging up, I hurry back inside, not glancing in the direction of Stephen’s house. I throw my phone down on the table and pull up the photographs I stole from Violet’s Facebook account, from the day of the festival. Her face fills the screen, laughing despite her damp hair and the rain that wets her cheeks, and I feel a pang of loss for Ivy. Now, I zoom in on the photos, poring over them one by one, inspecting every inch of the background until my eyes are gritty and a headache begins to pound at my temples. Father Joe and Gloria feature in most of them, in the background, hands busy and faces animated. There is no mistaking the way Gloria looks up at Father Joe, and I wonder if he knows how she feels. I catch a glimpse of Megan in one, her face set as Mickey stands beside her, his attention on Evie. Sarah Rose, Liam by her side, stands at a refreshment stand, her face slightly blurred by the rain on the camera lens. I wonder who took the photos? Some of them must have been taken by Violet, but the ones Violet was in . . . they don’t look like selfies — did Gabe take them? I write myself a note and then sit back, rubbing my eyes. There he is. Ignoring the thud of my headache, I lean in close to the screen, picking out Owen Murphy in the background of one photo, a selfie of a grinning Violet, her fingers held up in a peace sign. His hair is slicked back and wet from the rain, and he wears a dull green Barbour jacket, his hands shoved into the pockets. He is standing to one side of the photo, talking to someone out of shot, but his face is turned slightly towards Violet, as if watching her from a distance. Behind him is a food van. Did he call out to her after this photo was taken? Something icy runs down my back, a feeling of foreboding. Violet trusted him. I remember Ivy’s words. She said she was going to meet a friend, and then she left. I haven’t seen her since. If he invited her somewhere after the festival, she would have gone. 
 
    My phone pings with a message to say I have missed a call — the lack of service means my calls are all going straight to voicemail — and I see it is from Stephen. A moment later, a text message arrives from him, asking if I want to talk about today. For a second, I think he knows that Megan told me he left work early, before remembering his earlier call about Owen. Closing the lid of my laptop, I tidy my notes into a pile and head for the front door. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Wow, you’re a sight for sore eyes.’ Stephen stands on his doorstep, running his gaze over me, the door half closed behind him. ‘I didn’t know you were coming over. You didn’t reply to my text.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you said you wanted to meet for a drink.’ I move forward, as if to push past him and he holds out a hand. 
 
    ‘Woah, hang on a sec. I haven’t tidied up . . . this place is a mess.’ 
 
    I give him a hard look, and he eventually stands to one side. ‘Come in. Just . . . excuse the mess.’ 
 
    Stepping into the hall, the house doesn’t seem untidy, but I don’t say anything, instead I follow him wordlessly into the kitchen and wait as he opens the fridge to offer me a cold bottle of beer. ‘Here.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ I sip but make no move to sit down. 
 
    ‘Are you mad at me or something? Only, you seem a little . . .’ Stephen pulls a face. ‘I don’t know. Down. Have I upset you?’ 
 
    I find myself slipping into the chair opposite him. ‘I’m fine.’ 
 
    ‘Really? You seem annoyed, like someone really pissed you off. If it’s not me, then what is it?’ 
 
    Asa would never have asked me what was wrong. Asa would have tiptoed around me until even if I wasn’t mad at him, I would have ended up mad at him. And if I was mad at him, he would never want to listen to what the problem really was. 
 
    ‘You left work early yesterday,’ I say eventually, ‘but then you told me you were late to meet me because you had to work late. Why did you lie to me?’ 
 
    ‘Lie to you?’ Something like irritation flits across Stephen’s features, but it’s gone before I am even sure I have seen it. ‘Oh Becky, I didn’t lie to you. Who told you I left early?’ Before I can reply he is on his feet, and he reaches out and pulls me up and into his arms. ‘You daft thing.’ He kisses me, tiny, dainty kisses all over my cheeks, my eyelids, my forehead, before landing on my mouth. ‘I didn’t lie to you. I came home early from school to work on some reports here. I wanted to get them done in time to see you, and I knew if I stayed at school, it would have been one interruption after another.’ He presses his mouth against mine, harder now, his tongue slipping in, and my breath comes faster. 
 
    ‘I thought . . .’ But it’s hard to think, when his hand is on the back of my neck holding me close, as his other hand toys with my nipple, hard through the thin cotton of my shirt. 
 
    ‘Daft thing,’ he says again, as he leads me towards the stairs. Compliant, I let him draw me into his bedroom, the air inside cool in the dim light that strains through the still closed curtains. He peels my clothes from me, murmuring all the time that I am perfect, so perfect, and then as he enters me, he holds my arms above my head, squeezing my wrists and leaving me powerless. It’s over quickly, and I am dazed, flushed, and drowsy. 
 
    ‘Maybe I should accuse you of lying to me more often.’ I kiss his shoulder and he gives me a lazy grin. 
 
    ‘I’ve never met anyone like you before.’ He turns onto his side, gazing into my eyes. ‘I could get used to this. Seeing you next to me in my bed every night.’ 
 
    A flutter of panic swarms, like a thousand angry butterflies. ‘Big words.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t finished. I was going to say, even if your best friend did nearly fuck it all up for me.’ Stephen smiles, but it doesn’t quite meet his eyes. 
 
    ‘Megan didn’t know you were late last night.’ I roll my eyes. ‘She was actually singing your praises.’ 
 
    ‘Well, like I said. I could get used to this.’ 
 
    The butterflies swarm again, and I change the subject. ‘Tell me about before.’ 
 
    ‘Before?’ 
 
    ‘The woman before me. In London.’ I nudge him gently. ‘I told you about Asa.’ 
 
    Stephen sits up, adjusting the pillows behind him. It’s difficult to see his expression in the dim light. ‘I thought she was everything. And she was for a while.’ 
 
    I lie still, waiting for him to continue. 
 
    ‘I loved her for a long time.’ His voice is quiet, and through the open window I can hear the waves breaking on the beach below. ‘She consumed me. But love like that . . . it doesn’t last. Either it burns out, or something happens to . . . well, it just doesn’t always last.’ 
 
    ‘What was her name?’ 
 
    Stephen is silent, and I move closer, resting my head on his chest. After a moment his arm comes around me, holding me tightly. ‘Her name was Natasha Richards. She was a drama teacher.’ 
 
    ‘How long were you together?’ 
 
    Stephen sighs and pulls his arm away. ‘Come on, Becky, let’s not talk about before. I just want to think about now, about you and me.’ He pushes back the sheet and gets out of bed. ‘I don’t want to think about her. Not tonight.’ 
 
    ‘OK.’ It’s fine. I didn’t tell him everything about Asa. ‘Do you still have that bottle of Sancerre?’ 
 
    Stephen says he does, and I watch him walk towards the bathroom. Waiting until I hear the shower go on, I wrap the sheet around myself and creep towards the chest of drawers. Pulling open the top drawer I slide my hands in and lift the immaculately folded t-shirts, but it’s not there. The scarf that lay nestled between the cotton fabric of his shirts is gone. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘I can’t believe you eat like this.’ I am standing staring into the fridge, wearing one of Stephen’s t-shirts over my knickers. ‘Look, Babybels? What kind of adult eats Babybels?’ 
 
    ‘Adults who need to up their calcium intake.’ Stephen grins and hands me a cold glass of wine. 
 
    ‘And microwave pasta? Even you can knock up a bowl of fresh pasta, surely?’ I open a cupboard door. ‘Pot Noodles. I knew it.’ 
 
    ‘Quick and easy.’ Laughing, Stephen opens a share bag of crisps and dumps them on the table. ‘Stop judging me and let’s talk about Owen.’ 
 
    My smile dies and I rub at my temples, the faint echo of a headache still there. ‘I asked Ivy, and she thought Violet was being tutored at the school. She wasn’t though, was she?’ 
 
    ‘Shit.’ Stephen scrubs a hand over his face. ‘I was hoping she was aware but . . . it doesn’t look good, does it? Owen seems to have kept it from everyone, and I don’t know why he would.’ 
 
    ‘Violet was seen talking to someone at the festival,’ I say. ‘My source said it was a teacher from the school — English, she said. They taught her brother. It’s him, Stephen. I saw a photograph of the festival and he was in the background, watching her.’ 
 
    Stephen’s face is pale as he digests what I’ve said. ‘A photograph? Can I see it?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have it, it’s on my laptop. But it’s definitely him.’ 
 
    Stephen shakes his head. ‘That doesn’t mean . . . oh God, Becky. Owen . . . I like him, but this feels weird, to be honest.’ 
 
    I’m glad it’s not just me who feels like everything about Owen feels off. 
 
    ‘Becky . . . that day, the day Violet disappeared. The police said she was seen on the Old Lighthouse Road by someone, and that was the last time anyone saw her.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, it was in the newspaper article.’ 
 
    Stephen fiddles with the stem of his wineglass, not meeting my eyes. ‘Owen was that last person. He saw her on the Old Lighthouse Road. I think he was the last one to see Violet before she disappeared.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    She’s under the water, her hair billowing out around her. I dive down, reaching, grasping but I can never quite get to her, the motion of the tide dragging me away. I can’t see her face, but I know it is Violet, and when the weak shaft of sunlight penetrates the cloudy, turbulent waves I see there is a thin silver chain around her ankle, the other end attached to a toolbox, my father’s name etched into the side. I dive down, my lungs straining, sand and seaweed scratching at my skin as I finally reach her. I grab her by the ends of her grubby, white t-shirt and turn her to face me, but it isn’t Violet. It’s my mother. 
 
    I jolt awake, gasping, my skin damp with sweat. The smell of the sea drifts in through the open window on a still warm breeze, as moonlight puddles across the duvet through a gap in the curtains. My pulse is loud, thudding repetitively in my ears as I sit up and reach for the glass of water on the bedside table. The liquid tastes flat and metallic, but it eases my dry throat and I lie back, the pillow damp beneath my head. A bad dream. It was just a bad dream. It felt so real, I can almost taste the salt on my lips, feel the brush of her hair against my arm as I reached for her. I close my eyes, but sleep is gone for the night — all I can see is my mother’s face, suspended in the water, the silver chain linking her to the toolbox that drags her deep below the waves. 
 
    The first fingers of dawn begin to make their way into the bedroom, the velvety darkness of the room lighting with purple, then pink, then orange hues. There is usually something cleansing and refreshing about seeing the dawn of a new day, but today I feel sticky and grimy, sweat making the tiny curls at my hairline cling to my temples. I get out of bed, my legs feeling oddly shaky and reach for my swimsuit. After what Stephen told me yesterday about Owen being the last person to see Violet, it’s no wonder I slept badly, no wonder my dreams were filled with her face, my mother’s face, fear, and anxiety. I have to get into Owen’s house. That’s the thought that repeats on a loop as I slip along the hall, out the front door and onto the sea path. I have to get inside his house and find something — anything — that will prove he knows what happened to Violet. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The bright orange of Gloria’s tow float is already in the water when I reach the shoreline, my towel slung over my shoulder. I pull off my t-shirt and walk deliberately towards the sea, the damp sand cool beneath my feet. The early morning sun glitters on the waves as they roll in, and I gasp as the cold water hits my skin. Taking a deep breath, I push my way beneath the water, letting the strain of holding air in my lungs distract me from the bubbling cauldron of thoughts in my mind. My hair floats across my face like seaweed and I feel a moment of panic, seeing the image of my mother, floating in Violet’s t-shirt, followed by the thought of bleached white finger bones reaching for me, brushing against my ankles from deep below. I shove my way upwards, gasping as my face breaches the water and I feel the warmth of the sun on my skin. A thin strip of sea kelp is attached to my ankle, and I shake it off, the feeling of fingers still faint against my skin, stumbling through the breakpoint towards the sand. 
 
    ‘I thought you weren’t coming back up.’ Gloria hands me my towel and I smile a breathless apology. 
 
    ‘It’s rougher than it looks out there today,’ I say, running the towel over my hair, my arms, my belly. Gloria’s skin sparkles with salt and she looks lean and tanned, her silver-blonde hair slicked back against her scalp. 
 
    ‘You have to be careful,’ Gloria says. Her eyes don’t leave mine and I am not one hundred per cent sure she is talking about the water. ‘Haven’t seen you at Meg’s much this week. Is everything OK?’ 
 
    I pause, pulling on my t-shirt. Gloria was always my go-to as a kid, when I argued with my mum, or something happened at school, and I didn’t want my mum to know. ‘I think she’s upset with me,’ I say, quietly. ‘For looking into Violet’s disappearance. She’s worried I’m going to stir up everything that happened before. With Marcus.’ 
 
    ‘I thought so,’ Gloria says, ‘she’s been in a foul mood. Look Becky, you know what she’s like.’ 
 
    I open my mouth to say that I don’t, not really. It’s been a long, long time since we were really close, and even before I left things were different between us. She was busy with schoolwork, cramming in her extra tutoring, and I was too busy trying to get into the in crowd to pay her enough attention. All my life I’ve referred to her as my best friend, but in all honesty, I don’t know what our relationship is anymore. 
 
    ‘Yes, you do,’ Gloria interrupts before I can speak. ‘She’s exactly the same as she ever was. Stubborn. Annoying. Self-righteous. You’ve got to feel for Mickey, poor lad. She gives him hell sometimes, and after all he’s done for her. And for Evie. Meg’s too outspoken for her own good, and she hates to apologise.’ She reaches out and squeezes my hand, her fingers cold from her swim. ‘Come on, Becky. Don’t let things get between you two again. It’s her birthday soon, she’d hate to be missing you on her birthday again.’ 
 
    I nod, guilt sharp and clawing in my stomach. ‘I don’t want us to fall out. And I do get it, you know. Why she doesn’t want Evie to know about what happened with Marcus.’ 
 
    Gloria frowns, words forming on her lips. ‘You do? Becky —’ 
 
    ‘Maybe I should go and see Megan later, try and reassure her that I’m not going to push anything that might cause trouble for her.’ 
 
    ‘She’ll like that.’ Gloria reaches up and kisses my cheek. ‘Right sweetheart, I’d better get back. Evie said she’ll do my hair for me this afternoon and I want to bake her a cake before she comes over.’ 
 
    I watch her walk away across the sand and pick up my own flip-flops. Seeing her this morning feels like a sign, that I was right to think that Megan and I need to clear things up. Decided, I take a right instead of a left, towards the village store instead of the sea path towards home. I need milk — there’s only so much black coffee a woman can drink — and I’ll pick up a bottle of wine and Megan’s favourite chocolate cake while I’m at it. A peace offering if you like. And then — I check the time, making sure school has started — then, I’m going to break into Owen Murphy’s house. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Owen lives on a side road off the main High Street that runs through the village, and as I approach, I realise it’s the house where I briefly took piano lessons as a child. The street is quiet, although I can hear the occasional car on the Old Lighthouse Road, heading towards the harbour, and I am grateful that the street is empty. 
 
    It’s the same, faded, peeling green paint on the door that I remember from my childhood, but Owen has removed the ancient lion’s head door knocker, and there is no doorbell. I pause, sure for a moment that I heard movement behind the door, and my breath catches in my throat as I realise if Owen is home, I haven’t thought of a cover story for why I would be at his house when he would usually be at school. I listen again. Nothing. Just my imagination, and the sounds of the waves below, the rasping caw of a seagull overhead. I knock loudly, flakes of green paint sticking to my knuckles, and wait. There is no response, no scurrying of footsteps behind the door, and the curtains at the window are still. I knock again, louder this time, and the house remains silent. 
 
    ‘Owen?’ I call out, pressing my face to the door. ‘It’s Rebecca.’ There is still no response. Frowning, I step back and survey the house, the stillness feeling eerie and almost sinister. 
 
    He isn’t home, just as I hoped. With a quick glance over my shoulder to make sure I’m not being observed by a nosy neighbour, I move round to the side of the house, opening a small gate that creaks on its hinges as I pass through into the rear garden. There is a small pile of blackened embers at the one side of the dry, scorched lawn, and I imagine Owen standing over a small bonfire, burning things he wouldn’t want anyone else to see. It brings back the memory of Stephen, throwing my clippings on to the fire as the flames leapt high, casting a fiery red glow over his features that first night, the first time I saw him. The basement windows are boarded over, giving the house a patchy, derelict feel. No washing hangs on the line, and when I look towards the windows, the curtains are closed on this side of the house too. I knock gently on the glass of the back door, the frosted panes making the inside of the kitchen appear opaque and blurred. There is no response, and running my tongue over dry lips, I press down on the door handle. 
 
    Locked. I wasn’t expecting it to be locked — I would have if I were at home in London — but here on the island? No one locks their doors. I pause, trying to appear confident as I look around, but there is just silence again. Taking a deep breath, I step back, eyeing the back of the property. This is Kirton, the safest place on Earth. A place where no one locks their doors, and if they do . . . Bingo. I move to the side of the door, to the overgrown rose bush that grows there. Bending down, I pull out an old metal key box in the shape of a frog. Everyone on this island leaves a spare key somewhere, just in case, and it seems that Owen isn’t the exception. 
 
    My fingers shaking, I glance behind me to make sure that I am not overlooked, and then I slot the key into the lock. It fits. I am in. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Hello? Anyone home?’ I step into Owen’s kitchen. The surfaces are spotlessly clean, a single mug sitting in the shiny sink, a hint of coffee on the air, but the fridge is old, a creamy off-white colour that has seen better days. The lino is old and scuffed, patchy in places, but there isn’t a hint of dust. There are no reminders stuck to the fridge, no postcards, and no plants along the windowsill. The room is gloomy, thanks to the blind still being closed, and there is a strange smell on the air. A smell of claustrophobia, of unopened windows, a human, intimate smell. It’s not what I was expecting, but it also doesn’t come as much of a surprise. 
 
    I move towards the sitting room. This room too, is clean and clear of any clutter. There is a bookcase, but it doesn’t hold many books, and the mantelpiece is free of the ornaments and mementoes that litter the mantelpiece in my mother’s sitting room. There is a small, neat sofa, different to the one I remember, but the curtains are the same, and there is a small coffee table, with a laptop charger on it. No sign of a laptop, though. No sign of anything that could give any sort of clue to the man who lives here. I feel sick as I mount the stairs, dust motes swirling in the inch of sunlight that creeps through the tiny gap in the landing curtains. 
 
    ‘Hello? Is anybody here?’ I push open the first door on the landing, the door that leads to my bedroom in my own house, but it is empty. An unmade single bed fills the small space, stripped of sheets and duvet, an old, sagging, dirty mattress exposed, at odds with the rest of the house. Moving along to the next door, I see the bathroom, also spotlessly clean. No toothpaste splashes mar the sink, a hand towel hangs perfectly on a hook beside it. On another hook, a larger, pristine white bath towel hangs, and a bottle of Lynx shower gel is on the side of the bath. Closing the door, I walk on unsteady legs, dread pooling in the pit of my stomach, towards the final, closed door. I tap lightly, then push the door open, suddenly fearful that Owen will be laid up sick in bed — how on earth would I explain myself? But . . . it’s empty, and as the adrenaline surges around my body I steady myself against the doorframe. The master bedroom is just as empty as the rest of the house. There is a double bed, neatly made, the curtains closed just like all the others. The heat in the room is already unbearable and I have to resist the urge to throw open the windows. 
 
    A paperback lies on one bedside table, a battered copy of Secrets and Lies: The Truth About Robin Becker. It’s my first book. Unease worms its way across my skin, raising the hairs on my arms as I reach out for it, noting the bookmark tucked into the end cover, next to my author photo. Something crawls along the base of my spine at the idea of Owen lying here in this stifling room, turning to the back of the book to look at my photo, before switching out the light. Violet isn’t here. Wherever she is, she isn’t here. I move to the wardrobe, opening the door to see row after row of perfect white shirts. They are weirdly neat, almost perfect, and unsettled, I close the door, moving to the set of drawers next to the bed. Opening the top drawer I see a packet of paracetamol, an eye mask, ear plugs. Does he not sleep well? There is another small silver packet, and when I pick it up, I see the distinctive blue of Viagra. Ugh. I throw the packet back in the drawer and slam it shut. Maybe I’ve made a terrible mistake. The thought makes me feel grubby and a little panicky. There is nothing here to say that Owen has anything to do with Violet’s disappearance at all, and the skin tightens on the back of my neck as I realise I may have just broken into Owen’s house for nothing. And yet still, my hand reaches for the handle of the second drawer. 
 
    Photos. The second drawer is filled with photos. I grab a handful and start to flick through them, my breath starting to come faster in my throat. They are all of a girl, around Violet’s age, picture after picture of the same girl. Her hair is cut in a similar style to Violet’s, she has a similar body shape, she even looks a little like Violet. From a distance, they could be mistaken for each other. I turn the photos over hoping for something — anything — that could give me a clue as to who she is, but there is nothing. No date, no comment, no reference to any sort of memory and as I flick through faster and faster, I see that some look as though they have been taken without her knowledge. At a Sports Day, the girl runs with her arms in the air in a victory pose. Sitting on a riverbank, her head bent as she talks to a boy. Taken from a distance, as if . . . spying on her. Sliding one of the photos into my back pocket, I shuffle them together, hoping that Owen didn’t have them in any sort of order, when one at the bottom slips out. The background is St Benedict’s, I can make out the cherry red lettering of the school logo on the wall in the background. It’s not a photo of the same girl, though it is taken in the same style, as if she doesn’t know she’s being photographed. It’s a photo of Violet Monroe. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Why does Owen have a photo of Violet Monroe? There is the sound of a car below and I shove the photos back into the drawer with shaking fingers, hoping it’s not Owen returning to the house. I hurry down the stairs, stumbling over my own feet, into a freshly painted hallway that seems much bigger than mine without all the rows of newspapers stacked against the wall, and freeze as I hear the sound of tyres slowing outside. Shit. My mouth goes dry, and dark spots hover at the periphery of my vision. Pulling myself together I hurry into the sitting room, to peer between the gap in the curtains. If it’s Owen, I’ll just have enough time to sprint through into the kitchen and out the back door, where I can figure out a way back onto the main High Street without being seen. The car rolls to a stop outside Owen’s house, and I watch as Gabe steps out, tapping his car key nervously against the back of his hand as he walks towards the door and lifts the knocker, before moving to the sitting room window and peering inside. My heart hammers in my chest as I pull back out of sight, and as the adrenaline subsides, I feel foggy and woolly. 
 
    I wait until I hear Gabe’s car disappear back down towards the village, before stepping into the hallway, checking that I didn’t drop anything before my dash into the sitting room. Patting my back pocket, making sure the photo of the girl is still there, I make my way to leave, to lock the back door and shove the frog back into the bush as though I was never here. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Shouting filters from the open upstairs window of Megan’s cottage as I arrive at the path leading to her front door a little later with a cold bottle of wine under my arm. There is a slam from within the house, and then the front door is thrown open and Evie storms out, not stopping as she passes by me. I pause, not sure whether to go ahead and knock, when Megan appears in the open doorway, her cheeks flushed, and her brows drawn together in a frown. 
 
    ‘Becky.’ She stops in the doorway, peering past me. ‘Which way did she go?’ 
 
    ‘Towards the harbour.’ I gesture to the left, where the road leads to the seafront. ‘Is everything OK?’ 
 
    ‘It will be.’ Megan presses her lips together. ‘She’ll be back once she cools off. I wasn’t expecting you.’ 
 
    I hold up the wine, condensation beginning to run down the length of the bottle in the warm summer air. ‘Peace offering,’ I say. ‘I saw your mum this morning, down on the beach. She said it would be OK if I came to see you.’ 
 
    Megan reaches for the wine, and finally gives me a small smile. ‘You’d better come in.’ 
 
    I follow her into the kitchen and wait as she pours out two glasses. She hands one to me and says, ‘Look Becky, before we even start, I need to say something. I’ve missed you, but I don’t want to listen to anything you’ve got to say about Owen. Or Violet. Or whatever you’ve got into your head is going on.’ 
 
    I open my mouth to speak but she holds up a hand. ‘No, Becky, listen. Owen is my colleague. I know the girls have made comments at school about him, I know he loves himself a bit, but what’s wrong with that? There are plenty of men out there who are over the top charming at times, but that doesn’t mean he’s a . . . whatever you’re trying to say he is. I like him, I get on well with him and I love my job. I need my job; I have a family to support. I can’t put myself in a position where that is jeopardised, do you understand?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I say, quietly. ‘I do understand. Of course, I do. And I don’t want you to jeopardise any of that.’ I picture Evie on the beach, the way Owen put his hand at the base of her spine, and I know that if it comes to it, I’ll do whatever it takes to protect her. ‘I won’t talk about it, if that’s what you want, but I do need one reassurance from you.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Megan looks wary. 
 
    ‘If I do find out something,’ I think of the photograph, still pressed flat in my back pocket, and it’s my turn now to hold up a hand as Megan opens her mouth. ‘If I do find something, please don’t shut me down. Please don’t hide away from me like last time.’ 
 
    ‘Last time was different.’ 
 
    ‘I know that — this time it won’t be the same, I promise. But until then, I swear I won’t bring you into it. Deal?’ 
 
    ‘Deal.’ We clink glasses and I feel something inside lighten, as if a weight has slipped from my shoulders. ‘So, do you want to talk about it?’ 
 
    Megan shrugs. ‘It’s just Evie being a teenager. At least, that’s what I’m trying to tell myself. No one tells you when you have this tiny little bundle in your arms that they don’t stay that way. That they grow up to form their own thoughts and feelings and then they tell you that yours are wrong.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure we were the same,’ I say, but Megan’s eyes narrow and I want to take it back. She might have been, but I wasn’t. What I did was far worse. 
 
    ‘She’s just so headstrong. She wants it all her own way. And as for poor Mickey,’ Megan sighs, blinking rapidly. ‘He can’t say a thing right at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he is her dad. She’s always going to try and rebel at some point. She’ll come around.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a bit more complicated than that,’ Megan snaps, and I look down at my wine glass, not sure what it is that I’ve said wrong. 
 
    ‘All I meant is . . .’ 
 
    ‘I know what you meant.’ Megan suddenly looks very, very tired, as she swipes a hand over her eyes. ‘This is why I can’t have you causing hassle with Owen. It’ll just drag up everything that happened before, and I don’t think I can cope with that, not on top of everything else that’s going on at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve said I won’t.’ There is a lurching in my stomach, as I try to process what Megan is getting at. ‘I’ll probably be gone soon anyway,’ I say, ‘once I’ve cleared out the house and put it on the market, then I expect I’ll be going back to London.’ 
 
    Megan closes her eyes. ‘Becky, it’s not that I don’t . . . it’s just been harder than I expected. I was so excited to see you again that I sort of forgot the way it was before you left. The backlash from others in the village . . . I don’t want it to affect Evie, and now she’s acting up and I worry that . . . well, I worry that she’ll leave, that I’ll fall out with her the way you fell out with your mum.’ 
 
    ‘Oh God, Meg, no.’ I come round the table, wrapping her in a hug, ‘I’m so sorry I’ve upset everything. If I could have sorted it from London then to be honest, I probably would have.’ You’re the one who called me back, part of me is shrieking. You’re the reason I came home. But instead, I just say, ‘It’ll be OK. Evie is nothing like me. She’s like you — all good. You two will sort it out, and I swear I won’t upset anything here, even if I do stay. It’ll be OK. You have Mickey, and your mum. And me.’ 
 
    ‘No. No, she’s not,’ Megan says, her chin resting on my shoulder. ‘Evie is nothing like me.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The sky is a deep violet as I arrive home from Megan’s, the wine I’ve drunk leaving me feeling hot and thirsty. I am relieved to have sorted everything out with her, and I wonder whether I should speak to Evie in the morning, tell her to give her mum a break. Fumbling for my key, I almost don’t see the figure that stands shadowed by the porch until it is too late. He steps forward, and for a moment I think it is Stephen, even though he told me that he couldn’t see me tonight as he was coaching the girls after school football team. It isn’t Stephen. It is Owen, and as he steps towards me my heart springs into my throat. 
 
    ‘Becky.’ He stands to one side so I can slide my key into the lock. Since I came home to the photograph of Marcus on the fridge, I have made sure to lock the door every time I leave the house. ‘I’m glad I caught you.’ 
 
    ‘What can I do for you, Owen?’ I stand in the doorway, blocking his entry. 
 
    He gives me a smile that settles on my skin, barbed and knotty. ‘Mind if I come in? It won’t take a minute.’ He steps forward and I have no option but to stand aside and let him enter. Showing him into the sitting room, I finger the outline of my phone through the fabric of my jeans, as he looks around the room, glancing out of the window in the direction of his own house. 
 
    ‘Nice place you’ve got here. Wonderful views.’ Owen turns his smile on me again, and I feel a pulse start in the hollow of my neck. ‘Mine are nowhere near as nice as this. Although, you know that.’ 
 
    ‘I’m very lucky.’ He knows. He knows I was in his house. My throat is dry, but I don’t know if it is the wine I drank with Megan, or fear. ‘Excuse me, I need some water. Can I get you anything?’ 
 
    ‘Water for me, too.’ 
 
    I step out into the kitchen, feeling shaky and unnerved. Why is he here? What does he want? And why the hell did I offer him a drink? I turn on the cold tap and let it run, tapping out a quick text to Stephen, letting him know that Owen is here. It sits on delivered, but I feel better for knowing that he’ll see it when he checks his phone. Pouring two glasses of cold water I carry them through into the sitting room to see Owen standing over the coffee table, one hand flipping through my notes. 
 
    ‘Those are private.’ I put the glasses on the table and snatch up the notebook, holding it to my chest. 
 
    ‘Interesting reading though.’ Owen leans down and helps himself to a glass. ‘Trying to find a story where there is none. At least, that’s what people are saying.’ 
 
    I ignore the sting of his words. ‘I’m writing a book.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I’m sure you are. Determined to, aren’t you? Even if it upsets people.’ He looks me over, his eyes crawling over me. ‘I’m not here to talk about whether or not you’re writing a book, Becky.’ 
 
    ‘Then why are you here?’ 
 
    ‘You’re quite isolated up here, aren’t you? On your own?’ Owen peers around, his gaze raking over my mother’s things. ‘Aren’t you . . . afraid?’ 
 
    I think of the shadowy movement at the bottom of the garden, the overwhelming sensation that someone had been in the house. The photo of Marcus stuck to the fridge. I am afraid, but I would never tell him. 
 
    ‘Don’t you have a security system? I’m putting one in at my house. Gabe is going to do it for me. It seems . . .’ he steps closer, and I feel my pulse stutter. ‘It seems as though someone was in my house, that’s why I’m having one installed. To keep an eye out, you know. After all, it’s not really the done thing, is it? Breaking and entering. I’d hate to have to call the police out, especially when I have a fair idea of who it was.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it is a shame. This is usually a very safe place to live, the island, I mean.’ I lift my chin, more confident than I feel. ‘No one even locks their doors.’ I don’t look away, even though my heart is about to burst out of my chest. 
 
    ‘I suppose it depends on who lives here. The relative safety, I mean.’ Owen gives that sly smile again, the one that screams predator. ‘I’m just going to say it, Becky. I don’t know what your problem is with teachers, but it seems to me that it would be best for you and me to get along, don’t you? Keep ourselves to ourselves, not get involved in each other’s business. You must be used to that, living in London. I used to live in a big city; I know it’s the way things are usually done. What do you think?’ 
 
    There is a tiny flicker of a white-hot flame in my stomach, one that wants to erupt into life and tell him that I know what he is, what he is capable of. I know that he has something to do with Violet’s disappearance. But then his hand shoots out and grips my elbow tightly and my knees go weak, and fear rises up and extinguishes the flame before it really has a chance to burn. 
 
    ‘You’re hurting me,’ I whisper, his fingers digging into my skin. 
 
    ‘I know who you are, Rebecca,’ Owen hisses, the dying glow of the sunlight that enters through the sitting room window illuminating his skin and making him seem other worldly. ‘And I know all about what you did to Marcus Rose. That you lied, you ruined his life and he died because of what you did. You’re a liar to the people on this island, a troublemaker. That’s all they know you as.’ 
 
    I blink back tears, not wanting him to see that his words hurt far more than the fingers gripping my elbow. 
 
    ‘Whatever you say about me, they’ll never believe you. I’m a respectable member of the community, Rebecca, just ask your friend Megan. I won’t let you do to me what you did to Marcus Rose. You lied about him, so he had no option but to kill himself because of you.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ The tears are falling, running down my cheeks, splashing onto the fabric of my t-shirt, leaving dark stains on the baby pink cloth. 
 
    ‘Yes, Rebecca. Marcus Rose is only dead because of you.’ He steps back and I suck in a breath, ignoring the smirk on his face. ‘This island hasn’t forgotten. You could leave forever, and it would still be the only thing ever mentioned in conjunction with your name. I think there are very, very few people on this island who don’t know what you did . . . but I could make sure they know. And I wonder what Evie would make of that? She’d be so upset to realise what you’re really like . . . and I would hate for something to happen to her. Believe me Rebecca, I’ve dealt with far worse than anything you can throw at me.’ 
 
    I am still as he drains the last of the water from his glass and strides away, flinching as the bang of the front door tells me he is gone. Only then do I let out a breath, that becomes a sob as I sink down into my mother’s armchair. I believe every word of his threat — and if Evie does find out what I did then I can kiss goodbye to any relationship with her, or with Megan. Maybe I should just leave things, let Violet go. Find another chapter for my book. I picture Owen, hunched over my notepad, one hand flicking through the pages as I entered with the glasses of water. Opening the notepad that I still clutch to my chest, I thumb through my notes, pausing briefly at the page of scrawled bullet points relating to Violet Monroe, until I get to the bundle of clipped articles at the back. I pull them out and start to separate them, laying each one out flat until I find the one I am searching for. Only, it isn’t there, tucked safely in between Natasha Kampusch and Elizabeth Smart where I left it. The article on Violet Monroe is gone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    I am not afraid. I press my shaking hands over my eyes and pull in a deep breath. I am not afraid. I wait, my pulse thudding in my ears, until I am sure Owen is gone. The photograph I stole from his house is burning a hole in my pocket and I pull it free, fear and deception leaving a bitter taste on my tongue. Owen’s reaction has only served to convince me that he knows something about Violet and why she disappeared. 
 
    Flattening the photo on the table, I open my laptop and find the scanner app. A breeze picks up, fluttering the curtains and waving a chill across my body, but I barely register it as I scan the photo with my phone and send the image to my laptop. My breath comes in shallow pants as I upload the picture to TinEye, waiting for the website to reverse image search the photograph and give me some answers. It doesn’t take long, and when the website shows the results my heart leaps into my throat, making it difficult to swallow. 
 
    Lindsay Barker. Missing. Teenager. Islington. The girl in the photograph is missing, just like Violet. A handful of newspaper articles are listed, and I begin to make my way through them, clicking each one individually, barely noticing as the sun starts to lower on the horizon. Lindsay Barker was seventeen the day she disappeared. She was a bright, bubbly teenager who loved school, and was planning on going to university to study to become a botanist. She told her mother she was meeting friends, but she never came home. None of her friends had plans to meet her, and she had left her phone at home. Her mother and stepfather made a statement asking Lindsay to call home, to make contact, and the sight of her mother’s face, tiny and pixelated in the grainy newspaper print is haunting. The story is almost identical to Violet’s and a chill runs down my spine. It’s too close for comfort. I scan the newspaper articles, looking for any sign of the school she attended. I have to dig through Facebook until I find it — a large comprehensive in North London. Feeling slightly nauseous I click on the school website, scrolling through an online prospectus for anything that might lead me to Owen. Smiling faces grin out at me, neat uniforms, and tidy classrooms, and when I find a list of teachers, I am not surprised to see his name doesn’t appear. The list is current, obviously his name won’t be on it. Disheartened I sit back, gulping down the lukewarm water in front of me. There has to be a connection, I know there does. Owen had Lindsay’s photos in his drawer for a reason. Closing down the prospectus I go back to the main website page, clicking on each individual link in the drop down menu all to no avail. 
 
    ‘For fucks sake.’ I shove my chair back in frustration, getting to my feet and pacing the living room. ‘There’s got to be something.’ I step outside, into the garden. The sun is barely above the horizon, orange rays spilling across the slight waves below. The sea is calm, a navy-blue mirror, but the air is oppressive and thick. A storm is coming, I think, and turn towards the village, to where Owen’s house sits tucked away out of sight. A storm. Of course. Why didn’t I think of it before? A lightning bolt of excitement runs through me, and I hurry back inside to my laptop, my fingers tapping frantically into the search bar. And there it is, what I have been looking for. 
 
    Owen Murphy, Islington, Duke of Edinburgh Award. The night Violet disappeared there was a storm, and she should have been on the Duke of Edinburgh trip, if she hadn’t dropped out. What if that was the connection? I click on “images” and scroll through the photos that appear, Owen’s face smiling back at me. And there, at the bottom of the first page, is the Duke of Edinburgh trip for Lindsay Barker’s school. Owen stands in the group photo, at the far end next to a boy who barely reaches his shoulder. Lindsay stands at the other side, her face lit up with a huge grin, as she hooks her fingers into the straps of the huge backpack on her back. Lindsay Barker did the Duke of Edinburgh Award. And Owen Murphy was there too. 
 
    I have to tell Stephen. I tap out a text asking him to call me urgently, but it sits on delivered. Pacing, I move to the window, glancing along the sea path towards his house. In the dying twilight, I can make out the shape of his car in the parking space outside, so I shove my feet into my trainers and step outside. The gravel crunches under my feet as I make my way over to his house, faltering as I see there is only a single light burning at the front of the house. I check my phone again, but the text still sits on delivered. 
 
    Maybe he’s in the shower? Or popped out for a drink? Maybe he’s out in the garden, another bonfire lighting up the sky. But there is no smell of smoke on the air, and besides I think, I would have seen him from my kitchen. I step on to the path and when I reach the door I knock anyway, just in case. 
 
    There is no answer, no sound of footsteps hurrying down the hallway and I feel a crushing sense of disappointment. I was so sure he’d be home, so sure I’d have someone to talk over what I have discovered about Owen, and now I just feel . . . alone. I push the photograph back into my pocket and turn to leave when I think I hear movement from inside. 
 
    ‘Stephen? Are you home?’ I turn back, pressing my face to the sitting room window. There is a chink in the curtains, the room lit by the soft orange glow of a Tiffany lamp in the corner, and I expect to see his shadow as he moves to open the door, but there is nothing. The sitting room is empty, the door open into the hallway, where I can see the basement door. There is no sign of Stephen. But there are two wine glasses on the low coffee table, an open bottle next to them. There is a purple tinge to the glasses, as though they have recently been used.  
 
    * * * 
 
    I don’t sleep. Something bitter and vicious turns in my stomach when I think of the wine glasses, the soft glow of the lamp. Romantic, that’s how it looked. As though Stephen had set up the sitting room for me to come over and drink wine, before he does that thing where he grabs the back of my head, knotting his fist in my hair and pulling me close before he lowers me to the sofa and starts to unbutton me. Only it’s not me, this time. 
 
    I’m done, I think, punching the pillow beneath my head before I turn it over to the cooler side. Done with him. I didn’t want a love affair in the first place. But it doesn’t stop me from wondering who it is, there with him in the Goodman house, drinking his wine. Someone I know? Has he talked to them about me, about what I did? I think of the way I felt that night when Marcus walked me out of the school. The way I felt when Jenny had pressed her hand to her mouth, pointing at us with the other. I had felt the same with Stephen. It was more than I had with Asa — it was enough to make me think about staying on the island. 
 
    As dawn breaks, I give up any attempt to sleep and I sit at the table in my pyjamas, typing furiously. Violet’s name pours from my fingertips, as I write up everything I think I know so far, and I follow it up with Lindsay Barker’s name before I fire it off to my editor. I’m going to confront Owen and find out exactly what happened to Violet and then I’m leaving. Megan will understand. I only hope that Owen doesn’t follow through on his threat to expose me to Evie. Email sent, I shower and dress and lock my door, ready to head out into the village. Today is the day of the festival. Today marks a whole year since Violet disappeared, and despite feeling as if I want to curl into a ball, or jump on the next available ferry home, I owe it to Violet — and to Ivy — to see this through to the end. 
 
    The streets are busy as I make my way to the far end of the village where the festival is held. The ferry is docked, and I see a steady stream of day-trippers stepping out on to the jetty. There is a sour taste in my mouth, and my limbs feel heavy as I walk along the dusty sea path, the air thick with electricity, sparky and full of static. The store is open, and I hurry past, not wanting to draw Sarah’s attention, not today. The High Street is packed, full of visitors and locals, and the pubs and cafés are already doing a roaring trade in Full English breakfasts — there is a buzz in the air, a feeling of holiday excitement, like Christmas Eve — but I can’t find it in me to join in. 
 
    Gloria is on the gate to the recreation ground next to the church, taking an entry fee when I arrive. 
 
    ‘Becky, darlin’.’ She leans in and hugs me hard, her wiry arms going around my neck. ‘I’m glad you made it. Megan should be here soon, but she messaged to say she’ll be late. Mickey’s here though — he’s supposed to be helping Father Joe on the tombola, but he keeps getting side-tracked. He’s been for breakfast and lunch already, so good job Meg isn’t here yet.’ Gloria slips me a sly grin and I smile back, hoping it stays on my face. 
 
    ‘I’ll go and find her in a bit and give her a hand.’ The tombola is always in the centre of the rec, so it’ll give me a chance to see who turns up today. Specifically, Owen. 
 
    Megan is flushed, her curls damp around her face when I eventually find her. ‘Need some help?’ 
 
    ‘Yes please,’ she huffs, ‘bloody Mickey was supposed to help but he’s a nightmare. I’ve told him to bugger off for the day.’ 
 
    ‘No Evie? I thought she’d be here to help you out.’ 
 
    Megan pauses in laying out the tombola prizes. ‘She’ll be here somewhere. She left before I was awake this morning.’ 
 
    ‘Really? Why did she leave so early? I haven’t seen her yet.’ My stomach flips and tightens. 
 
    Megan shrugs. ‘Who knows? I’ve not seen her since she stormed out on me yesterday afternoon — I went to get her up and her bed was already made. She’s still angry with me, I think. Don’t look like that Becky, we just had a row; she’ll be about once she’s calmed down. In fact, I’d say she’ll be here any minute, because she’ll be starving, and she knows Mum will give her a fiver.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not . . . worried?’ 
 
    Megan huffs. ‘No, I’m not worried. She’s nearly sixteen. She went out early, that’s all. She needed some space. No offence, Becky, but you don’t know how a teenage girl’s mind works. I’m the worst person in the world to her right now, ’til she wants something.’ 
 
    Evie is fifteen. Evie could be being groomed by Owen Murphy. Megan might not be worried, but I am. ‘Let me go and have a look for her. I’ll bring you back a coffee.’ I step away before Megan can answer. 
 
    The festival is busy, the food stalls already crowded with a lunchtime rush, the dry, cracked earth dusty with the footsteps of hundreds of visitors. Gabe Kelly stands to one side of the Ferris Wheel, talking to a man I recognise as the farrier who glared at me when I visited the traveller site. I feel their eyes on me, hot and intense as I pass by, keeping my eyes to the ground, hating myself for not making eye contact. At the coffee stall, I join the queue of people, pulling my phone out of my pocket. My text to Stephen from the previous evening still sits on delivered, and there is a sharp twist in my stomach as I think about the wine glasses on the table, the soft lighting. His absence when I needed him. There is movement behind me as someone else joins the queue and I turn, tucking my phone back into my pocket. It’s him. Gabe Kelly. 
 
    ‘Morning.’ I dip my head and turn away, but not before I notice the dark shadow of a fresh bruise by his right eye. 
 
    ‘You’re still here then.’ His voice is low, as if he doesn’t want to be overheard. 
 
    ‘I am.’ I stare ahead, as the queue moves forward, and the scent of roasting coffee hits my nose. ‘What happened to your face?’ 
 
    Gabe’s hand goes to his eye, one finger poking gently at the skin there. ‘Nothing. Caught myself on something. How is the house coming on? Nearly ready to go on the market?’ 
 
    ‘You must catch yourself a lot,’ I say, ignoring his comments about the house. ‘I’m sure you had bruises on your face the other day, but this looks fresh.’ I peer closely at him. ‘How’s Ivy?’ I don’t know what makes me say it, and I get the sensation of poking a bear as Gabe’s face darkens. 
 
    ‘She’s fine,’ he says abruptly. 
 
    ‘I’m still looking for her, you know. For Violet. I know she never left this island.’ I turn, watching his face as my words hit him. Gabe’s cheeks colour, as his brows knit together. 
 
    ‘I told you to leave it,’ he says, a rasp to his voice. ‘If Violet’s dad says she ran away then she ran away, OK? You need to leave it — leave us — alone.’ He steps closer to me, so close that I can feel his breath on my cheek, see the fine dark stubble on his chin. See the faintest scratch on his jaw. ‘You don’t belong here, Rebecca.’ 
 
    ‘Next please!’ An impatient voice comes from behind me, and I realise I am at the front of the queue. I order two lattes, trying to stop my hands from shaking as I hand over a ten pound note. 
 
    ‘Here, let me.’ Gabe leans over and pushes my hand away, paying for the coffees himself. ‘I mean it,’ he leans down, his breath against my ear. ‘For your own good, you need to forget about her.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Coffee burning my hands, I tuck myself out of sight, setting the cups down on a picnic bench in the churchyard before I take a seat and let out a long breath. The conversation with Gabe has left me shaken and a little confused. Why is he so sure that Violet is gone? Why is he so desperate for me to leave it all alone? I think of him and Owen, heads together over a pint in the pub and my hand goes to my back pocket, where I keep the photograph of Lindsay Barker. Are they both responsible for Violet’s disappearance? The thought makes me feel nauseous and I push the coffee away. 
 
    ‘Why the hell is she still here?’ A man’s voice carries on the slight sea breeze, and I glance up to see Sarah and Liam Rose passing the entrance to the churchyard. He looks dishevelled and tired, as if he hasn’t slept. ‘I thought you said she’d be on her way soon, but she’s still here poking her fucking nose in where she’s not wanted.’ 
 
    Sarah glances in my direction. Her cheeks are flushed pink, but I’m not sure if it’s the warmth of the afternoon sunshine or embarrassment. Her eyes meet mine, and my lips begin to twist in an automatic smile. The same smile I tried on every day for years through school, hoping that one day she might reciprocate. Her brow furrows before she looks away, turning her attention back to Liam. I feel the tickle of Owen’s words on my skin, a thin feather light touch with the potential to turn deadly. He had no option but to kill himself because of you. Someone wants me to leave, why not them? I wonder if Sarah has ever confessed her own role in what happened to Marcus — if she ever admits to herself that if she and Jenny hadn’t been so unfriendly maybe I wouldn’t have lied in the first place. Not that they made me do it — ultimately everything that happened was my fault, but all I wanted was to be part of it all. I never meant for anyone to get hurt. The bridge of my nose fizzes, and I stare down at the table, blinking hard. 
 
    A shadow falls over the table and then a few seconds later, Megan slides onto the bench opposite me. 
 
    ‘Is everything OK? With . . .’ she jerks her head towards Sarah, Liam striding ahead of her, his head down as he ignores the crowds milling around him. 
 
    ‘Same old.’ I shrug, as if I don’t care, as if it doesn’t hurt. ‘He wants to see the back of me too.’ 
 
    ‘He’s hungover,’ Megan sighs, ‘. . . he had a couple too many in the pub last night, you know. Got a bit . . .’ 
 
    ‘Was it about me?’ I ask. 
 
    Megan says nothing for a moment, then says, ‘He was just a bit aggravated, that’s all. He gets like that apparently, from what Sarah has said to me before. He’ll be fine once he’s had some paracetamol and another pint.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ I say softly. I wonder how well Megan knows Sarah, whether they ended up being friendly in my absence, or whether the rules from school still apply, even though we’re in our thirties. ‘Is he . . . violent to her?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Megan shakes her head, ‘not violent, but he has got a mouth on him when he’s had too much. Look Rebecca, it’s not your fault, it’s the way he is. Your being here has stirred it all up again for him. No one ever thought . . . well, we didn’t think you’d ever come back here.’ 
 
    But I don’t think he used to be like that, I think. When I think of Liam Rose before, I picture a quiet boy, a year older than us, obsessed with sports like his older brother. But that’s all he was, just a boy. I feel a twinge of sympathy for Sarah, for the life that she probably thought she was getting by marrying Liam Rose. 
 
    A wave of tiredness washes over me, followed by a bolt of fury. I am sick of the people on this island telling me I shouldn’t be here. I made a mistake, a terrible, huge mistake, but Marcus did what he did before I had the opportunity to put things right. Now, I have the chance to make things right and give Ivy some peace. I have a place to start with Owen Murphy, and whatever it is that he knows. None of them — not Megan, not Liam Rose, not Gabe — have the right to tell me I can’t do this. 
 
    ‘I’m not leaving,’ I say, pushing the second cup of coffee towards Megan and getting to my feet. ‘I deserve to be back on this island as much as anyone else. If Ivy wants me to look for her sister, then I will. Sorry Megan, but I’ll go back to London when I’m good and ready.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    Half expecting Megan to call me back I walk away briskly, tapping out a quick text to Evie, asking if she’s OK and telling her I’m at the festival if she wants to talk. I see Gloria and Father Joe, both laughing as they try to rehang a banner, and a sharp pain twists beneath my ribs. My mother should be there with them, laughing, wearing her red skirt. I turn away, ignoring the poisonous glare that Jenny Milne gives off from the stall promoting her father’s golf club, and make my way to the outskirts of the festival, to where the food stalls are. I want to stand where Violet stood that day when she met Owen Murphy in secret. I want to see how visible the crowd was from there. 
 
    ‘Becky! Over here!’ As I step behind a hotdog stall, Stephen waves me over as he enters the field. My heart skips a beat before I remember the previous evening, and I wish I had pretended not to hear him as he jogs towards me. ‘I’m sorry Becky, I only saw your message this morning.’ He pulls me close, pressing his mouth to mine as his arm snakes around my waist. 
 
    ‘Stop.’ I press my hand to his chest and push him away, even as my body responds. 
 
    ‘What?’ Stephen peers over his shoulder. ‘No one can see us behind here, and even if they did, so what? What are you doing behind here anyway?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care if people see us, I just don’t want to kiss you.’ 
 
    Stephen pulls back, as if wounded. ‘Becky? Why? What’s happened?’ 
 
    I embrace the fury that sparks at his feigned innocence. ‘Don’t pretend you don’t know. I’m not an idiot, Stephen. Asa did it to me, I’m not going to let you do it too.’ I push past him, keeping my head down. 
 
    Stephen follows, tugging at my arm. ‘Becky, what the hell is going on? Is this because I didn’t reply to your message last night? Because if so, that’s ridiculous. I told you I was coaching the girls’ team, and I had work to do.’ His tone chills. ‘I didn’t realise you were that kind of woman.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’ I round on him, not caring that people are starting to stare. ‘You honestly think I’m bothered that you didn’t reply to a message?’ I needed you, I think, and you weren’t there. ‘Just leave me alone, Stephen. I saw, OK?’ 
 
    Stephen stops dead, dropping my arm. He pales, but his face is a blank mask, all the hurt and animation draining from it. ‘Saw what?’ 
 
    ‘You know,’ I hiss, turning on my heel and stumbling slightly in my haste to get away. 
 
    ‘What?’ His voice is louder, and he grabs my arm again, pulling me towards him. ‘What did you see?’ 
 
    ‘You know what I saw,’ I say, my tone deadly quiet. ‘Now get your hands off me and leave me alone.’ 
 
    Stephen drops his hands and holds them up in a gesture of surrender. ‘Please Becky, whatever you think you saw, I can explain everything. Don’t go, or at least let me walk back with you.’ He tilts his head on one side, steepling his fingers in mock prayer under his chin, but he seems oddly flat. ‘Please? I promise you it isn’t what you think.’ 
 
    I stare at him, not sure what to think. I know what I saw, and I don’t understand how he can explain it away, but there is something about the way he is looking at me that makes me falter. I think of Gabe, then Liam, then Megan, all telling me one after the other that I shouldn’t be here. Stephen reaches out with one hand, wrapping his fingers around my wrist, pressing his skin against the faint thud of my pulse. The wind picks up and I glance up at the sky, noticing the clouds gathering on the horizon. My hand goes to my back pocket, to the image of Lindsay Barker’s face. ‘Ok,’ I say eventually. ‘But I’m not doing this here.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    We walk side by side along the High Street, dodging day-trippers and locals all hyped up on the excitement of the festival. Children shriek as they run along the cobbled paths, full of sugar and too much sun as weary parents look on, and the pubs spill out on to the pavement, the scent of booze on the air. Stephen, to his credit, doesn’t reach for my hand and I am glad. 
 
    I pull out my phone and check my messages and then my WhatsApp to see if Evie has replied but there is nothing. A single bar glows at the top right of the screen telling me I have a small amount of signal, but she hasn’t responded to any of my messages. I break the thick silence between us. ‘Have you seen Evie today?’ 
 
    ‘Errr . . . no.’ Stephen keeps his eyes on the path ahead as if afraid to meet my eyes. ‘Should I have seen her?’ 
 
    ‘She had a fight with Megan, and she was up and out early this morning. I think Evie is avoiding Megan, but I’m getting worried.’ It’s easier to talk about Megan and Evie than whatever there was between us. ‘I messaged her, but she hasn’t replied.’ 
 
    ‘Does she usually?’ 
 
    ‘She has done the few times I’ve messaged her.’ I still don’t know her well enough to know what her usual habits would be. I open up Facebook, then Instagram, but Evie hasn’t posted on either. A niggle of unease wriggles in my belly. ‘She hasn’t been on social media either.’ 
 
    ‘She’s probably off somewhere, licking her wounds, telling her friends how awful Megan is.’ Stephen says lightly, but he gives me an awkward glance as he says it. ‘You know what it’s like, being a teenager. Look.’ He gestures over to the far side of the beach, the side furthest from the village. Against the cliffs there is the crackle of a bonfire, a group of bodies lounging around it as the sounds of laughter drift towards us, faint on the sea breeze. ‘She’s probably over there, bitching about Megan and drinking warm cider.’ 
 
    I let out a huff that could have been laughter if I wasn’t still so angry with him, memories of Megan and I doing the same thing rising in my mind. ‘Probably.’ 
 
    We fall back into silence, neither of us seeming to know what to say. Stephen keeps step with me, and I catch the scent of him on the breeze as my hair whips across my face. It’s something warm and earthy, with a faint hint of freshly shaved wood. The smell of him, I think. Keeping my eyes on the gravelly path ahead of us, we pass Stephen’s house and I turn my face to his windows, the memory of the previous evening sharp in my mind. That’s probably why I don’t see it at first, don’t register anything except the tiny stone lodged under the pad of my big toe and the relief from the breeze that is lifting my hair, until Stephen gasps. 
 
    ‘Oh shit. Oh Becky, I’m sorry.’ 
 
    I raise my eyes to see the low stone wall in front of my house has been defaced. BITCH is scrawled across it in thick, red paint, the paint dripping in places, giving the illusion that the stones have wept blood. 
 
    ‘Oh.’ My hand flies to my mouth and I feel the hot, sharp sting of tears. ‘Oh my God. Stephen—’ 
 
    He is already pulling his phone out of his pocket. ‘We should call the police, this is criminal damage, surely.’ 
 
    I put out a hand. ‘No. Please, don’t. It’s a waste of time. Stephen, you saw how Ryan reacted the other night, the police aren’t going to bother about something like this, especially not for me. I’ll just wash it off, it’s fine.’ 
 
    ‘I can clean it off for you.’ Stephen steps forward, reaching out with one finger to test the paint. ‘Whoever did it must have been waiting for you to go out. It’s dry already. Jesus, Becky, who would do this?’ 
 
    ‘Have you got all day?’ I say, my voice breaking. ‘It could be anyone, Stephen. And you don’t have to clean it off, I can do it.’ I look down towards the village, towards Owen’s house. Is this another threat for me to keep my mouth shut and leave him alone? 
 
    ‘No, I’ll come over first thing tomorrow morning. I’m supposed to be helping to tidy up after the festival, but Father Joe won’t mind if I start on the litter a little later. The paint is dry, it won’t matter if you leave it ’til the morning, and then I’ll bring over some brick acid and I’ll get it clean for you.’ 
 
    No one should pass by the house before morning. Weirdly, it’s not whether the paint is dry that bothers me, it’s the idea that this — to me — is still my mother’s house, and I feel my toes curl with shame. She would be horrified to see this on her wall, mortified at the idea that other people might walk past and see it. Just like she was sixteen years ago when someone sprayed the same word on the wall, only in blue, not red. 
 
    ‘Thanks. I do appreciate it.’ 
 
    Stephen appears a little awkward as he runs a hand through his messy dark hair and says, ‘Becky, maybe I should stay with you tonight. I don’t mean like — I’ll sleep on the sofa. Just, if you feel a bit . . . I don’t know. If you feel worried about being here on your own.’ 
 
    Before last night I would have said yes, but not now. I meant it when I said I was done with him. I want him to stay because I want his hands and mouth hot on my skin, my breath stifled in my chest with want. I want him to stay because he can’t bear the thought of letting me go, of lying there without me. I want all of those things that I wanted before, with Marcus Rose. Not because of filth painted on to my property. Not because he feels guilty. 
 
    ‘I’ll be OK,’ I say, reluctant, the words pulling out of me like taffy. ‘I’ll be fine. I’ll call you in the morning.’ 
 
    Stephen pauses, faltering on the doorstep. ‘You don’t want me to check the house?’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s fine. Just . . . just go. We’ll talk later.’ 
 
    Stephen waits until my key is in the lock, the door open, before he turns to leave. Leaning against the door I could kick myself for sending him away, even though he owes me an explanation. The house feels oddly still and empty, and alarm beats frantic wings in my chest. Wishing I had let him in, let him tell me his version of yesterday evening, I make my way upstairs, not bothering to turn on the landing light despite the shadows that fill the stairway. Stepping into my bedroom, the room is lit by the late afternoon sun, clouds scudding across the sky as the wind picks up, casting odd shadows across my pillows. Frowning I move to the window, pushing back the curtains as far as I can. 
 
    They didn’t stop at outside. Saliva fills my mouth as I step forward, my hand fumbling in my pocket for my phone. Scattered across the pillows are more copies of the photographs taken from my Facebook profile. All photos of me, cut into tiny pieces, hacked apart in rough, ragged slices. Reaching down I pick one up, a corner showing one eye, one shoulder, a lock of dark auburn hair. It has been sliced deliberately across my face, red ink gouging out my eyes. I drop it back onto the pillow with a cry, bile scorching the back of my throat as I swipe at my phone screen with shaking hands. 
 
    ‘Stephen? It’s me.’ My voice wobbles and I feel that familiar fizz at the bridge of my nose that means tears are brewing. ‘Can I change my mind? Can you come over? It’s only . . . whoever painted that word on my wall . . . they’ve been in the house.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    I sit curled in my mother’s armchair, the worn springs pressing against my spine, my fingers wrapped around a mug of hot tea, as Stephen appears in the doorway. 
 
    ‘All done.’ He moves across the sitting room to sit next to me. ‘I’ve thrown all of it in the bin outside.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ I lean over and place my mug on the table, not meeting his eyes. ‘It doesn’t change anything though.’ I look up, seeing the frown that sits on his face. ‘You still owe me an explanation, Stephen. I’m not an idiot, I know what I saw.’ 
 
    ‘I told you; I can explain.’ 
 
    The shadows in the sitting room are lengthening as the sun goes down, thicker cloud blotting out the last rays of the sunset. A storm is on its way, I can feel it, in the way the wind whips across the bay and the air crackles. Finally, the weather might break. 
 
    ‘Explain then,’ I say simply, and I sit back and wait. 
 
    Stephen rubs a hand across the back of his neck. ‘Why don’t you start? Tell me exactly what you think you saw.’ 
 
    A flicker of irritation spikes in my veins and I want to tell him to forget it, to just leave. ‘Two used wine glasses. Soft lighting. Your car on the drive, but no response when I called your name. I came over, I didn’t just message. I needed to see you.’ 
 
    Stephen looks away, shaking his head, letting out a breath that could be relief. ‘You jumped to conclusions, Becky.’ 
 
    ‘No, I didn’t,’ I say, ‘that’s the lay-out you’ve had for me when I’ve been over. Wine, dim lights, a kiss or two and then we end up in bed. I believed you before, when you left work early and then left me at the restaurant by myself. I even tried to explain the scarf in your drawer to myself, but I’m no fool, Stephen. I won’t let you make me a laughing stock.’ 
 
    ‘Scarf?’ Stephen looks up, shaking his head as he smiles. ‘Oh Becky.’ 
 
    ‘You know what?’ I get to my feet. ‘Thanks for coming over, but I think you should just leave. I don’t want to do this anymore.’ 
 
    ‘Becky, all of this — you’ve got it all wrong.’ Stephen is laughing, he’s actually laughing at me. ‘I haven’t cheated on you.’ He sobers then, the smile dropping from his face. ‘The scarf is Natasha’s. My ex. I kept it for sentimental reasons.’ 
 
    ‘Natasha’s? Are you . . . ? Do you still . . . ?’ 
 
    Stephen shakes his head and reaches for my hand. ‘Natasha and I . . . I told you a love like that doesn’t last. And ours didn’t. Becky, Natasha wasn’t just my girlfriend, she was my wife.’ 
 
    ‘Your wife? You were married?’ My mouth feels dry, as I realise that I barely know him. He hasn’t shown me his whole self. 
 
    ‘We were married. But . . . she died.’ Stephen looks down, his face hidden by shadows. ‘She was in a horrific car accident, and I lost her.’ 
 
    ‘Oh my God.’ I press my hand to my mouth, my cheeks burning at the memory of my suspicions of him cheating. He must think I’m possessive, insecure, crazy with jealousy, and this was only ever meant to be a brief fling, nothing serious. ‘I’m so sorry.’ 
 
    ‘I keep the scarf, just to remind me of her. I still miss her, but you have to understand how important you are to me, Becky. Last night . . . I should have just been honest with you. Last night was the anniversary of her death, and I celebrated her with a little wine and some music. Just a nod, to let her know I haven’t forgotten about her even though . . . even though I’m moving on, finally.’ He reaches out and links his fingers through mine. 
 
    I picture the scene, Stephen sitting alone, pouring two glasses of wine, and drinking both of them, thinking of his dead wife. ‘But when I looked in, you weren’t there.’ I pause, remembering. ‘The basement door was open; I could see it in the hallway.’ 
 
    ‘I lied to you about that too.’ Stephen sighs, scrubbing his hands over his face. ‘All her things are down there. I told you I didn’t have a key because I didn’t want you to ask if you could see it. I didn’t want to have to explain . . . I’m sorry.’ His voice is thick, and when he looks at me, I can see the glint of tears on his cheeks. 
 
    ‘No, I’m sorry.’ I reach out a hand to comfort him, pressing my fingertips to his skin. ‘I’m sorry for being so suspicious, I just . . . after Asa, you know?’ 
 
    Stephen nods. ‘I know. Do you forgive me?’ 
 
    ‘I should be asking you that.’ 
 
    He reaches for me properly now, wrapping his hands in my hair and pulling my mouth to his, making me forget the promises I made to myself. ‘I know you’ve had a rough time, I’m sorry I made it worse.’ Kisses land on my face, my cheeks, my neck, and I shiver. ‘Wait. What did you want to tell me?’ He releases me and I pull out the photo from my back pocket. 
 
    ‘This.’ I point at the girl’s face. ‘I think I have proof that Owen had something to do with Violet’s disappearance.’ 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    ‘You really think Owen is responsible?’ Stephen asks, reaching for the photo. 
 
    ‘I don’t know, but it seems too coincidental to not be related. Occam’s Razor, you know?’ 
 
    ‘But he seems so . . . he’s a nice guy, he’s charming. Everyone gets along with him. This is . . .’ Stephen shakes his head as if unable to believe what I am telling him. 
 
    ‘Ted Bundy was a nice guy,’ I say, picturing the book placed face down on Stephen’s nightstand. ‘Look, I’m not asking you to do anything about it, OK? I can manage on my own. I just wanted to tell someone what I found.’ 
 
    ‘What are you going to do?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Confront him? The least I can do is ask him about the photographs.’ A shiver ripples over my skin at the thought of asking Owen anything about Lindsay, after the way he threatened me. ‘I need something more, something conclusive. Although I don’t know how he’s going to explain away this.’ I wave the photo. ‘I know people don’t trust me, I know they think I’m a liar, but I honestly don’t think Violet ran away — I don’t believe she ever left the island and I think Owen knows something about it.’ 
 
    ‘I believe you; you know.’ Stephen meets my eyes, not looking away, and I want to cry with relief. ‘I know other people on this island don’t, but I do. You’ve got me on your side, but you need to be terribly careful, and you need to think long and hard before you approach Owen. You could be putting yourself in danger.’ He reaches over and kisses me. ‘Now, if you want, I’ll stay here tonight, but I think we need to check the house over before we sleep. Someone got in here today, and I want you to be safe.’ 
 
    I lick my lips nervously as Stephen pulls me to my feet and leads me into the hallway, my mouth still dusty and dry. As he starts to check the house over, everything feels the same. There is no sense of disturbance as we move together through the house, no sense that anyone has been inside. The only thing that showed anyone had been in here at all was the litter of sliced and destroyed photographs across my pillow, now tucked deep inside the outside bin by Stephen. In the bright yellow glow of the overhead light, things don’t seem so sinister as I check the sitting room windows, then move to the kitchen, checking the windows and the flimsy back door. It is still locked, and I run my fingers over the frame, checking to see if there is any sign of damage. The windows are also locked and my heart rate speeds up, my pulse starting to thunder in my ears. 
 
    ‘Stephen . . .’ I move to the door at the far end of the kitchen, to the cramped boot room that still carries the faint whiff of my father’s fishing gear. The tiny window there is locked and intact too, although it would be far too small for anyone to climb through even if they did break it. ‘The doors and windows back here are all locked.’ 
 
    Stephen frowns. ‘Did you check the basement?’ 
 
    The basement. Goosebumps rise on my skin, as the hair on the back of my neck stands to attention. I move to the hall, to the door that leads to the basement. It is still locked, but my mother always left the key in it and as I reach for it, I fumble, sending it skittering across the tiles. With trembling fingers I slide it back into the lock and unlock the door, as the urge to flee creeps over me. Swallowing it down, I force myself on to the top step, the smell of damp and mould drifting up towards me, musty and fetid. Groping for the light switch, I am suddenly sure it won’t work, the bulb will have gone, and there is a primal flicker of fear, that old childhood panic that rose up whenever my mother asked me to go down the dusty, rickety staircase. But it works, a thin yellow glow lighting the stairs down into the damp, dark beyond. 
 
    ‘I’m right behind you.’ Stephen’s voice is in my ear, and I suddenly have an irrational thought that it is him, he did it, and now he’s going to do something awful to me in my own basement. Then his hand is on my shoulder, squeezing lightly, and I want to laugh. Idiot. 
 
    The basement looks the same as it ever did. Racking lines one wall and I see that my mother has still kept her canned goods down here — jam, canned tomatoes, pickled beetroot, all of the jars thick with dust, except the ones that lie broken and bleeding across the concrete floor. 
 
    ‘Becky . . .’ Stephen steps past me, as I stare in horror at the smashed glass, my eyes following the trail of destruction across the floor to the broken window, and the brick that lies beneath it. ‘Wait, don’t move.’ 
 
    It’s too late, I’m already picking my way between the deadly shards, already leaning down to pick up the brick and unwrap the note that is tied to it. 
 
      
 
    FINAL WARNING NEXT TIME WE BURN YOU OUT 
 
      
 
    I drop the note, pressing my hands to my mouth as a wave of nausea rolls over me, and I gasp, feeling as though I will choke on my own heartbeat. 
 
    ‘Fucking hell, Becky, this is serious. We have to call the police.’ Stephen’s face is pale in the dim light as he takes the note from me, placing the brick back beneath the window. 
 
    ‘No, please,’ I say, my breath catching in my throat as I reach out and grasp him by the arm. ‘Please, don’t. Even if they did believe me, what if it makes it worse? What if they come back?’ 
 
    Stephen presses his lips together and shakes his head, before stepping past me to look over the scene. ‘This window . . .’ he looks up, and then back at me. ‘They picked this one, because they knew they couldn’t be overlooked by anyone — no one would see them breaking in.’ 
 
    The thought of it makes me feel sick, but what Stephen says next makes my stomach roll and my blood chill. 
 
    ‘But . . . even if they smashed the window to get in here, how would they get out at the top of the stairs?’ Stephen is frowning now, and my stomach somersaults. ‘The door at the top was locked.’ 
 
    I glance back up, to where a thin stream of daylight peeps in at the top of the stairs and press my hand to my mouth. If they didn’t get in through the basement, then whoever it was must have a key. 
 
    * * * 
 
    After the realisation had dawned that someone more than likely had a key to my house, I had crawled into bed, exhaustion tugging at my bones, too tired to even insist on Stephen going back to his own house, only to sleep fitfully. Dark images of missing girls, a storm at sea, a woman reaching out to Stephen all flit across my vision. Now, the sheets are tangled around my legs, and I reach for my phone, opening Safari. Natasha Richards. It’s natural, isn’t it? To want to see the woman who came before? A list of Natasha Richardses fills the screen, as Stephen knocks softly at the open door, a mug in his hand. I swipe up, closing the browser and drop my phone to the duvet. 
 
    ‘Your mother’s sofa isn’t as comfortable as it looks.’ Stephen holds up a mug, a wry smile on his face. ‘Tea?’ I nod, shifting up the pillows and tugging down my t-shirt, not acknowledging the flicker of guilt at making him sleep on the old couch. ‘How are you feeling?’ 
 
    ‘Not bad.’ I take a grateful sip of the tea, feeling nauseous with exhaustion. 
 
    ‘You didn’t sleep well, did you?’ Stephen perches on the edge of the bed, the mattress dipping with his weight. ‘I heard you call out a few times. Nightmares?’ 
 
    ‘Something like that,’ I say. My skin feels prickly and raw, as if my nerve endings are exposed. ‘I should get up. I need to get rid of the graffiti outside.’ My stomach flips at the thought of it, stark and red for everyone to see. For Owen to see, as he makes his daily pass by my house. 
 
    To my relief Stephen offers to come downstairs with me, and I realise I was worried that his offer from the night before might not still stand. In the light of day, the graffiti looks even worse, if that’s at all possible, as the morning sun highlights the wall. The ugly word slices into the stone, thick and angry and I feel the press of fear in my chest as I imagine them daubing the wall and then hurling the brick through my window. Stepping onto the sea path, I press my fingers to the paint. 
 
    ‘It’ll come off, no bother,’ Stephen says. ‘I’ve got some stuff that’ll get rid of it. It’ll be like it was never there.’ 
 
    ‘I hope so,’ I say quietly. 
 
    We work in silence for a couple of hours, scrubbing at the paint until my hands are wrinkled and sore. The air is heavy and humid, although the sun is hidden by clouds and after a while I take a break, heading down into the village for sandwiches and cold drinks. I manage to avoid Sarah Rose, and there is no sign of Liam in the store, but I still feel the tickle of eyes between my shoulder blades, a hot stone of dread in my belly. 
 
    Raised voices filter down as I reach the sea path, and I see Megan’s Mini parked haphazardly in front of the wall. Stephen is standing, one paint-stained palm on Megan’s shoulder as her hands come up to cover her face and something lurches in my stomach. My feet slipping on the gravel, I tighten my grip on the bag of cold drinks and snacks and start to run towards the house, towards Megan. 
 
    ‘Meg?’ My chest heaves with the effort of running up the steep, gravelly road. ‘What is it? Is it Gloria?’ 
 
    Megan turns to me, her face crumpled, and red. Tears streak her cheeks, and her hair is scooped into a tangled ponytail. She looks exhausted, dark circles ringing her eyes like bruises. It is Gloria, I think desperately, she got caught in a rip, they couldn’t get her out. I close my eyes, unable to stop the vision forming of Gloria, drifting to the bottom, her lean body tangled in seaweed. 
 
    ‘It’s Evie,’ Megan sobs, and my stomach does another sickening lurch. ‘She didn’t come home at all last night, and now Mickey’s saying she didn’t get up early yesterday morning, he thinks she didn’t even come home the night before. Have you seen her?’ 
 
    ‘Oh my God.’ I reach for Megan, pulling her close. ‘No, I haven’t seen her. The last time I saw her was when I came over, she stormed past me. Has she been home since then?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Megan shakes her head, her voice thick with tears. ‘That’s the last time I saw her too. After you left, I tried calling her, but she didn’t answer, I thought she was just angry with me. I thought she’d come home when she was ready.’ 
 
    Megan’s words cause a shiver to run along my spine. ‘Have you called her friends?’ 
 
    ‘We saw some kids on the beach yesterday, having a bonfire,’ Stephen says. ‘Was she with any of them?’ 
 
    Megan shakes her head. ‘No. I’ve tried all her friends and none of them have seen her. I think . . .’ she pauses, ‘I think she’s been seeing someone. A boy. But she won’t talk to me about it. I’ve asked her and she says it’s no one, but she’s out all the time, and not with any of her usual friends, they said they’ve barely seen her out of school recently.’ 
 
    ‘What about her phone?’ I ask, ‘Is it switched off, or is she just not answering it?’ 
 
    ‘I think she must have turned it off now,’ Megan replies, ‘but it was ringing before, she just wasn’t answering. God, Becky, what am I going to do? Where is she?’ 
 
    I remember Evie, tapping a text out on her phone that day in the garden — an iPhone, the newest model. ‘Find my iPhone,’ I say quietly, ‘we can check and see what her last location was.’ 
 
    ‘God, why didn’t I think of that?’ Megan pulls out her phone, her hand shaking as she swipes at the screen. ‘Come on, come on.’ The patchy signal means it seems to take an age to load, but finally Evie’s blue dot appears on the screen. ‘Oh Jesus, that’s no use.’ Megan shoves the phone at me in despair. The blue dot hovers above St Benedict’s. The school. 
 
    ‘She was at school that morning,’ Megan says. ‘This is useless.’ 
 
    ‘Wait.’ I tap the screen again. ‘It says she was there at 5.17 p.m. That’s what, an hour after I got to yours? So, she must have gone back to the school after she stormed out.’ Something prickles under my skin. ‘Why would she go back to the school?’ 
 
    ‘She had football training,’ Megan says, her face lighting up. ‘She would have gone back for football training.’ 
 
    I turn to Stephen. ‘Did she turn up? You were coaching that evening.’ 
 
    ‘I . . . errr . . .’ Stephen shakes his head, spreading his hands wide. ‘I didn’t actually coach that evening — it was called off. Everyone who was meant to be there got an email.’ 
 
    I open my mouth to speak, before I remember it would have been the evening of Natasha’s anniversary. He told me he was coaching, but really, he was sitting indoors, alone, drinking wine and remembering his dead wife. ‘So why would she have gone back to the school?’ Dread builds in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Megan wails, ‘I just want her to come home. She’s done this before . . . stormed off, stayed out late, but she’s never been gone for two nights. Becky, you call her, she might respond to you.’ 
 
    I pull out my phone, already knowing that Evie won’t pick up. She hasn’t responded to any of my previous messages. Voicemail clicks in immediately. ‘Evie, it’s Becky. Your mum is here — she’s worried sick. Whatever has happened, please just come home. She’s not cross. She just wants you home, we all do.’ 
 
    Stephen puts his arm around Megan and steers her towards his car. ‘Come on, let me take you home, you need to be there when Evie does come home. Is Mickey in?’ 
 
    ‘He’s out looking for her,’ Megan sniffs. 
 
    ‘Right, let’s pick up your mum on the way, and she can stay with you,’ Stephen says, his voice calm and reassuring. ‘Becky, you keep trying Evie.’ 
 
    Megan lets Stephen gently propel her into the passenger seat and as he walks around the car, I snatch at his arm. ‘Stephen, I’m going to go to Owen’s, ask him if he’s seen her.’ 
 
    Megan turns her head, catching my words through the open window. ‘Becky, please don’t start all that—’ 
 
    ‘I’m not starting anything,’ I say. ‘Evie’s phone last showed up on Find my iPhone at St Benedict’s, so it stands to reason that Owen may have seen her, she may not have got Stephen’s email that training was cancelled. She might have spoken to him, you said yourself,’ my skin crawls at my next words, ‘she gets on well with him. She might have said something to him.’ 
 
    Megan nods, closing her eyes and leaning back against the headrest, and I pull Stephen out of sight. ‘I don’t trust him. And the fact that Evie was last online at the school . . . it’s making me feel . . . I don’t know. I just want to check it out. Don’t leave Megan unless Gloria is there.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure this is a good idea?’ Stephen’s eyes search my face, an expression I can’t read crossing his features. 
 
    ‘I don’t care if it’s a good idea, I have to go.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    I watch as Stephen gently reverses out of his drive and on to the path, Megan staring blankly out of the passenger window, then hurry down the sea path and into the village. The police station is on the far side, past the store and the small doctor’s surgery, past the harbour and the market where my dad would bring his fish just as dawn was breaking. I have avoided going any further than the pub since I got back, and the memories that assault me as I turn off the main street, down the side road that leads to the station, are sharp and pungent. Pausing at the door to the station I have to take a deep breath, remembering the last time I was here. It was a week after Marcus Rose died, and I had come home to find Gerry Baker in the sitting room with my mother. She had looked broken, a shell of the mother I remembered from my childhood and even now, I feel sick as I remember the way PC Baker had looked at me, as he told me he had to take me to the station to answer some questions. That I had to tell them the whole truth about what had happened between me and Marcus Rose. That a man was dead, and I needed to explain myself. 
 
    Swallowing hard, I push open the door, stopping in my tracks as I see who sits behind the counter. Ryan Baker. The boy I thought Megan was sneaking around with while I was trying to get into Jenny and Sarah’s gang. The boy whose dad came to take me to the station when Marcus died. The police officer who didn’t believe there was an intruder on my back garden. 
 
    ‘Becky.’ Ryan looks up, running his eyes over me. It was difficult to tell in the dark shadows of the garden, but he hasn’t changed much in the last sixteen years, his hair still thick and dark, slicked back in the same style he wore in school. A scratchy attempt at a beard covers the lower half of his face, and he’s probably three stone heavier than he was at eighteen, but he’s still the same Ryan. 
 
    ‘Ryan, I need to talk to someone — it’s about Evie Brazil.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I know she’s not come home. I spoke to Megan not long ago. We’ve got a couple of lads out looking for her, but to be honest, it’s likely she’s just run off. So . . .’ He looks at me, cold and hard. There is no hint of the boy who used to chase me through the playground, who let me hide in his tree house when my dad died, and they made fun of me at school. Now, he looks like the rest of them, like Sarah, and Jenny and Liam. ‘What is it you want to say?’ 
 
    ‘Have you looked at Owen Murphy’s house?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Ryan lets out a snort. ‘The English teacher?’ He is already shaking his head. 
 
    ‘Ryan, please listen to me.’ Desperation claws at my chest as I try to get the words out before he shuts me down. ‘There’s something not right with him, please just check and make sure Evie isn’t there. Her phone pinged at the school; she could be with him.’ 
 
    Ryan leans forward, and I think for a moment that he’s going to listen, but then Ryan is speaking and it’s all wrong. 
 
    ‘Becky, I tried to stick up for you after you left, you know that? And when you came back and they all said you hadn’t changed, I didn’t want to believe it and now here you are, telling me that another teacher is involved with a teenage girl. Accusing another teacher.’ Ryan shakes his head again, and I feel something drop in the pit of my stomach. ‘You don’t know her, Becky. Evie is flighty, unruly sometimes. She and Megan fight like cat and dog, and then Evie runs off for a bit and Megan is at her wits end, and then they sort it out, before it starts all over again.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not just Evie—’ 
 
    ‘Sorry Becky, but I can’t listen to you tell me that Owen Murphy is a . . . a predator. Do you know what he’s done for this village? For the kids here? He’s raised the money himself to send our kids on an international camp, to learn about the rainforest. He takes them all on that Duke of Edinburgh trip. He volunteers at the church every week. He’s a good man.’ 
 
    And there it is, the same old story. Owen is good. I am not. 
 
    Ryan sighs. ‘Sorry Becky, but I can’t help you. I’ve got all the men we can spare out there looking for Evie, but she’ll be home in the next day or so, you wait and see. Jenny, Liam, Sarah . . . they all told me you hadn’t changed, and they were right.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
    I stagger out of the police station on to the main street, numb with Ryan’s refusal to listen. My phone buzzes in my pocket and my fingers are clumsy in my haste to get to it, not even looking at the screen as I stab the button to answer it. 
 
    ‘Evie? Is that you?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry Becky, it’s me, Stephen.’ His voice is calm and mellow, as my breathing comes ragged in my ears. ‘I’ve just dropped Megan off with Gloria, she’s staying there for now. I’m going to go and help with the search; Mickey is down at the beach getting a few people together.’ 
 
    I pause at the kerb as a car filled with raucous teenagers zooms past, going too fast, hoping to catch a glimpse of Evie’s blonde hair. ‘OK. Let me know if you find anything.’ I step off the pavement and hurry back towards Main Street, my head down. 
 
    ‘What about you? Where are you now?’ 
 
    Turning left, I see Owen’s house ahead of me, the street empty, only two cars parked up outside the houses further down. A heavy drop of rain lands on my arm and I glance up to see the sky darkening. ‘Don’t worry about me. I’ll call and check in a bit later.’ Without waiting to hear his response, I hang up and march up to Owen’s front door. 
 
    I rap hard on the peeling, green paint, my stomach nosediving as I hear footsteps behind the door. A few seconds later, Owen’s face appears in the crack of the door, frowning as he pushes his glasses up his nose. 
 
    ‘Becky? What are you doing here?’ He makes no move to step aside and let me in, so I step forward, wedging my foot in the door. 
 
    ‘I need to speak to you, Owen. Can I come in?’ I press harder and he relents, standing aside just enough for me to squeeze past him, my bottom brushing against his thighs. My stomach gives another ominous roll. ‘It’s important.’ 
 
    ‘What is it? What do you think I’ve done now? This is bordering on harassment, you know.’ 
 
    Electricity crackles in my veins as I take in his words, the immediate assumption that I’m here to accuse him of something. Owen leads me towards the sitting room, into the neat, dry shell of a room. It could belong to anyone, this room. It’s sterile and impersonal. There is no sign of Owen in here at all. 
 
    ‘Evie Brazil is missing.’ I watch his face as I speak, but his expression is blank. 
 
    ‘Missing?’ 
 
    ‘She hasn’t been home for two nights. Megan is frantic.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see what this has to do with me.’ Owen moves to the window, peering out, and a pulse of alarm surges through me. I had thought the quiet, empty street was to my advantage, but now I realise no one saw me arrive. No one knows I am here. ‘If you’ve got something to say Becky, I suggest you just come out and say it.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know where she is?’ 
 
    ‘Evie? No, of course not. I haven’t seen her.’ Owen raises an eyebrow. ‘Despite what you might think, I’m just her teacher. I haven’t seen her for days.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not true though, is it?’ 
 
    Owen turns towards me, a flicker of something in his eyes and I feel that surge of fear again, my knees wanting to give way. 
 
    ‘It’s not true,’ I say again, my hand fluttering to my throat. ‘You saw her on the beach before school. She met you there, in the cove.’ Owen pales, and I allow myself a tiny smile of satisfaction. ‘I saw you, Owen. I saw you with her, I saw the way you looked at her, the way she looked at you. She argued with Megan that afternoon and then she returned to school after hours, even though training was cancelled. Did you see her then too? Did you arrange to meet her, knowing that the school would be deserted?’ 
 
    ‘Shut up,’ Owen snaps, pushing his hands through his hair. ‘You have no idea what you’re talking about. There’s no law against me bumping into a student on the way to school. It happens more frequently than you think. It’s a tiny island, you of all people know that.’ 
 
    ‘You arranged to meet her on the beach that morning, Owen, it was obvious.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell is wrong with you, Becky? Why do you just see darkness everywhere you go? They were right about you — you’re poisonous.’ Owen steps towards me, grasping my elbow tightly. ‘You need to leave. I don’t know who the hell you think you are, but you are out of order.’ 
 
    ‘Where is she, Owen?’ The words come out taunting and vicious, tinged with fear. ‘Where is Evie? What have you done with her?’ My mouth is running away with me now as I fight Owen’s grasp, resisting as he drags me along the hall, towards the front door. ‘Violet, too? You were seen with Violet behind the food stall at the festival the day she disappeared. You were the last person to see her, Owen. You were one of the last people to see those girls, and now they’ve both gone missing.’ 
 
    Owen falters, his grip loosening, and I tug myself free, my breath coming short as the panic subsides. ‘Leave, Becky, before I do something I’ll regret.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t regret what you’ve already done?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t done anything.’ Owen hisses in my face, spittle landing on my cheek. With shaking fingers, I reach behind me and pull the photograph from my back pocket. 
 
    ‘Really, Owen?’ I hold up the photo, my body turning rigid, ready to absorb the blow that I am sure is coming. ‘What about her? What about Lindsay Barker? What happened to her?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    I close my eyes, waiting for the blow to land, but there is nothing. Owen’s fingers reach out and pluck the photo from my grip, but when I open my eyes, his other hand is pressed to his mouth, and he seems to deflate before me. 
 
    ‘Where did you get this?’ He looks at me, something like devastation etched onto his features. He seems to have aged twenty years in the few seconds since he saw the photo. 
 
    ‘Your bedside drawer.’ 
 
    ‘It was definitely you, then? Who broke into my house?’ He nods, to himself more than to me. ‘I knew it was you. It couldn’t have been anyone else.’ 
 
    ‘What did you do to Lindsay Barker?’ I whisper, goosebumps prickling along my arms. ‘Where is she? Where are Violet and Evie?’ 
 
    ‘Lindsay?’ Owen looks from the photo to me, and back again, before he seems to crumple before me. ‘Becky, I didn’t do anything to Lindsay. I loved her.’ He runs a finger over the face in the picture. 
 
    I feel my nose wrinkle with distaste. ‘Owen, that’s not . . .’ Appropriate is the word on the tip of my tongue. ‘Lindsay is a minor, a kid.’ 
 
    Owen looks up, catching my gaze. ‘Yeah, she is a kid. She’s my kid. Becky, I don’t know what you thought but Lindsay . . . Lindsay’s my daughter.’ 
 
    There is a roaring in my ears and my vision seems to tunnel, darkening at the edges. I bend double, drawing in a deep breath and steadying myself against the wall. I thought I had it all figured out. ‘Your daughter? Lindsay Barker is your daughter?’ But you don’t have a daughter, I think, or a wife, or anybody. You live here alone and lonely. But I don’t know that for sure, because I never asked him. 
 
    When Owen looks at me now, I see the tears that burn bright behind his eyes. There is no sign of the cocky, swaggering man I met at Gloria’s dinner party, no sign of the aggressive, threatening man who stormed into my house to tell me to back off and I feel foggy, dreamlike, as if none of this is real. ‘You thought I hurt her?’ He shakes his head in disgust. ‘Becky, you have no idea.’ 
 
    ‘You threatened me,’ I say, ‘you told me to drop it. You told me Violet had run away; you were . . .’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Owen says, ‘I told you to leave me alone. I told you that I had nothing to do with it, and I didn’t. I told you to leave me out of it — I didn’t want any more scandal, I came here for a fresh start.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to her?’ I whisper, nausea washing over me. I was so sure — convinced — that Owen had something to do with Violet, with Lindsay and then with Evie disappearing. 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ Owen says simply, his eyes returning to the picture. ‘I left when Lindsay was only a few months old. It wasn’t . . . we weren’t what I wanted. Lucy got pregnant by accident, and I didn’t want to settle down.’ I think of the way he behaves around Megan, the flirtatiousness, the charm. ‘Lindsay’s mother moved on, remarried and I didn’t see Lindsay for a long time. Her mother said it was for the best. Then I started working at a new school in Islington and there she was, my little girl. Only, she didn’t know she was my little girl. Her mother had brought her up to know her stepfather as her father. Easier that way, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘What did you do when you realised who she was?’ 
 
    ‘I tried to be her friend.’ Owen shrugs, but he runs a hand over his face, hiding his eyes. ‘I couldn’t tell her who I was, it wouldn’t be fair to her mum, but I wanted to be there for her, let her know that she had someone else on her side, you know? And then she disappeared. She said she was going to meet friends and she never showed. She had a volatile relationship with her parents — that’s what Dan was, her stepdad, he was her parent, not me — and she ran away.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t you tell the police who you were?’ Pity stings the back of my throat and I swallow hard, coughing as the lump in my throat sticks. 
 
    ‘They found out who I was — her mother wasn’t happy when she realised “Mr Murphy” was the Murphy she’d had a child with. There was plenty of scandal — rumours about me, you know — but the school hushed it up on the provision that I left, so I did.’ 
 
    ‘Owen, I’m so sorry. I’m sorry you lost your daughter.’ I can’t quite bring myself to apologise for accusing him, not after he threatened me. ‘But Violet . . . Evie . . . I need to know that happened to them.’ 
 
    Owen looks at me, confusion creasing his features as he pushes his thick, black-framed glasses up his nose. ‘I just told you I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘But you were the last one to see either of them. You had a relationship with both of them.’ 
 
    ‘A friendship,’ Owen says harshly, ‘if you can even call it that. I never lost sight of the fact that I was their teacher, but I wanted to do for them what I couldn’t do for Lindsay. I was there for them to talk to when they needed to get things off their chest. I couldn’t help Lindsay, but maybe I could help Violet and Evie. Both girls, they had difficult relationships with their parents. Violet’s dad didn’t want her at school. And Megan . . . well, Megan can be difficult too sometimes.’ 
 
    ‘You hid the fact you were tutoring Violet outside of school from everyone, even Stephen.’ 
 
    Owen lets out a laugh, brittle and raw. ‘Have you met her dad? Violet was terrified he’d find out she wasn’t doing as well as she hoped — she had to beg him to let her stay on. If I’d told Stephen she was having extra tutoring he would have had to tell her father. So, Violet and I agreed we wouldn’t tell anyone. I was protecting her, that’s all.’ 
 
    ‘But you hid it for months. Surely if you’d spoken to Ivy . . .’ 
 
    ‘Months?’ Owen frowns, shakes his head. ‘A few weeks, that’s all. Violet only came for a few weeks and then she said she felt OK about things, she was on top of it all.’ 
 
    Weeks? I was under the impression that the tutoring had gone on for months, in fact I’m sure Ivy said it had been since the start of the Spring term. Right around the time Gabe arrived on the island. 
 
    ‘Owen, I’m sorry. I thought . . .’ I tail off, unable to voice it out loud. I thought I was so right; I was so sure that I knew what was going on, who was responsible, and it seems as though I have fucked everything up again. I’ve told people that Owen must be responsible for Violet’s disappearance, another teacher accused of something heinous by me, and it seems that all along I was wrong. 
 
    ‘I know I’m not the easiest person, that I sometimes come across as . . . brash, overconfident,’ Owen says now, his voice quiet, ‘but I swear to you Becky, I only had Violet’s best interests at heart. I had nothing to do with her running away, and I had nothing to do with Evie either.’ 
 
    ‘I have to go,’ I say, pushing away from the wall. The air is heavy and thick, and I can feel the sharp thud of a headache at my temples, making me feel nauseous. ‘I have to go and help them search for Evie.’ 
 
    ‘Let me know what I can do.’ 
 
    ‘Call Mickey,’ I say, ‘or Stephen. They’ll be out searching for Evie; they’ll be able to tell you what needs to be done. And Owen . . . I really am sorry.’ 
 
    ‘Becky,’ Owen calls as I reach the front door, stepping out in the street. Litter flies past, picked up by the strengthening wind and Owen holds Lindsay’s photo tight to his chest. ‘Wherever Violet is . . . whatever has happened to Evie, I think you need to look closer to home. I think you’re right. Someone on this island knows exactly what’s happened to those girls.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
    ‘Stephen?’ I shout into the phone fighting my way down Main Street towards Megan’s house, as clouds gather overhead, and the first fat drops of rain begin to fall. ‘I’ve been to . . . fuck—’ Stephen’s voicemail cuts in, and I wait impatiently as the recorded message drones on. ‘Stephen, it’s me, I’ve been to see Owen. I’m headed to Megan’s now — call me when you can.’ I hang up, wishing I’d bought a jacket as the wind whirls my hair across my face. Hurrying along the harbour wall, the waves are beginning to whip up, foamy caps of white appearing on the navy horizon. The beach is empty of tourists, but I see the figures of some of the island men marching over the sand, all searching for any sign of Evie. On the headland, above the cove, I can make out the figure of a man, the bright red of his hair giving him away as Mickey. Faltering I slow, watching as he raises his hands to his mouth, cupping it and presumably calling her name, the words getting blown out to sea. There is a heavy pressure in my chest, and I stop, pressing my hand to my mouth. How has this happened? I wish for a moment that my mother was here, that she could put her arms around me and tell me everything is going to be OK. 
 
    My phone shrieks in my hand and Stephen’s name flashes across the screen. 
 
    ‘Becky? Hello?’ 
 
    For a moment I can’t speak, my throat closed over with grief and fear. ‘Stephen.’ 
 
    ‘Where are you?’ The wind howls at the other end of the line, whisking his words away and blocking the line. 
 
    ‘Main Street. I’m headed to Megan’s to see if she has any news.’ I pause. ‘Have you found anything?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ His voice comes back tinny and far away, patchy with poor reception. ‘Mickey is leading the search on the cove, and I’ve been down at the harbour, speaking to Jamie. He said . . . could . . . many tourists . . . mainland.’ 
 
    ‘What? I can’t hear you.’ The signal is weakening due to the weather and his voice keeps cutting out. 
 
    ‘. . . said . . . Jamie . . .’ there is a pause and then Stephen’s voice comes bright and clear in my ear. ‘Jamie said it was so busy on the ferry the day of the festival that Evie could easily have slipped on without a ticket. She could easily have got to the mainland.’ 
 
    His words hit me like a punch in the stomach, and I’m not sure if I am relieved or terrified. ‘Did anyone tell Megan?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    I take a deep breath. ‘I’m going over there now. I’ll do it. I’ll tell her.’  
 
    * * * 
 
    Megan’s face is hollow and dry-eyed when she pulls open the front door to the cottage, dark circles under her eyes where she hasn’t slept. Her face falls as she sees me on the doorstep. 
 
    ‘No news,’ she says, without even saying hello. 
 
    I step inside, feeling as though I am walking out of one storm straight into another. ‘How are you?’ I want to reach out and put my arms around her, but Megan turns away, heading down the hall towards the kitchen. ‘Tired,’ she says, her voice a low mumble. ‘Worried sick.’ 
 
    ‘I went to the police station and spoke to Ryan,’ I say, an uncomfortable itch prickling my skin at his name. ‘He said she’s done this before. Run off, I mean.’ 
 
    Megan shoots me a look, thick and dark with fear and anger. ‘Yes, she has. But not for this long. She’s always been home before the night is over. She’s got a temper, but she always comes home. It’s been too long this time.’ 
 
    ‘The beach is full of people out looking for her. I should tell you . . . Stephen saw Jamie . . . he said the ferry was busy yesterday. She could have gone over to the mainland without anyone seeing her.’ I hate myself for saying it as Megan’s face crumples, but the alternative seems so much worse to me. That she, like Violet, never left the island. That someone here is responsible for her not coming home. ‘Maybe if she’s on the mainland . . . maybe she’s somewhere safe?’ 
 
    Gloria appears in the doorway and glides lightly across the kitchen, wrapping her arms around Megan as she begins to cry again. ‘She’ll be home soon,’ she says, stroking her hair. ‘She’ll be back for your birthday.’ 
 
    I try to smile, but my mouth won’t work. Megan’s birthday has always been synonymous with Marcus’s death for me. ‘Is there anything I can do?’ 
 
    Gloria tries to smile at me over the top of Megan’s head. ‘Just keep trying Evie’s mobile? I’ve left so many messages, but I still think she might respond to you if she thinks she might be in trouble.’ 
 
    ‘I just feel so . . . useless.’ 
 
    ‘We all do,’ Gloria says, her voice catching. 
 
    ‘I just want her home,’ Megan moans, swiping her hands over her face before she looks up, her face darkening as she seems to see me properly for the first time. 
 
    ‘You,’ Megan says, her voice white hot with fury. ‘This is all because of you.’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ I glance at Gloria, who looks away, her mouth set in a hard, thin line. ‘I don’t . . . I’m not sure what . . .’ 
 
    Megan pushes her way past me into the sitting room, where she stands, her fists clenched and her jaw set. I follow her, cautiously, not exactly sure what is going on. 
 
    ‘Did you speak to Evie after she left, that day?’ Megan asks, the fire going out of her slightly. Her voice lowers, but it is ice cold and I feel the chill all the way up my spine. 
 
    ‘No,’ I say uncertainly. ‘That’s the last time I saw her.’ 
 
    Megan shakes her head, her lips curving into a grimace. ‘So, you don’t know what we were arguing about?’ 
 
    ‘No, I have no idea. Megan, please, what is it? If I can help, then tell me. I want her back as much as you do.’ Immediately I see this is the wrong thing to say. How can I want her back as much as her own mother? 
 
    ‘You’re the reason we argued, partly,’ Megan says. ‘You should never have come back here.’ 
 
    Her words are like tiny daggers, splinters burrowing under my skin. ‘Megan, my mother died. You called me, for heaven’s sake. I had to come back here, I had no choice.’ 
 
    Megan has started to pace, her hands raking through her hair. ‘You shouldn’t have come — I didn’t want you here, for God’s sake. I only called you because my mum would have done it if I didn’t, and even then, I thought you’d just put the house up for sale and leave. Why couldn’t you just do that? Why couldn’t you just go?’ 
 
    I stare at her, aghast. She never wanted me here? 
 
    ‘You just bring trouble, wherever you go, you know that?’ Megan goes on. ‘I knew the minute you set foot on this island everything would get dragged up again, and I couldn’t have that. I needed to protect Evie. She didn’t know what happened that summer.’ 
 
    ‘Megan, I . . . I haven’t told her anything, I knew you wanted to keep all of that from her.’ 
 
    ‘But it doesn’t matter, does it? Because now she knows. Because the moment you set foot back on this island people started to talk. Because you stayed — telling her all about London, how there’s a whole world out there for her, how wonderful your life has been . . .’ 
 
    ‘I never said that,’ I say, but Megan isn’t listening, too bound up in her own fury. ‘I told her it wasn’t all it’s cracked up to be.’ 
 
    ‘I thought if I could just get rid of you, if I could just get you to leave before you ruined it all, it would be OK. That maybe, once you were back on the mainland, we could stay in contact by phone, or text. All of it would be OK if you would just leave. But no matter what I did, you just stayed put, with all your nonsense about Owen and Violet, trying to be a fucking hero, when all you’re going to do is ruin their lives as well.’ 
 
    No matter what I did, you just stayed put. 
 
    ‘It was you,’ I say quietly. ‘You’re the one who wanted to force me off the island.’ I remember the way she glanced over my shoulder into the garden, the day I thought someone was in the house. I never told her I thought they’d left through the garden. My legs feel like jelly, and I sink into an armchair, the sagging seat moulding around me, as I struggle to control the nausea that rises. ‘You smashed the bottles, threw the brick through the basement window . . . cut up those photos of me,’ I raise my eyes to hers, not sure I recognise the angry, resentful woman in front of me. ‘The dead seagull . . . Oh God, it was you. All of it was you.’ I blink, everything around me slowing as I try to process it all. ‘The photograph of Marcus on the fridge. You knew what that would do to me.’ 
 
    ‘And it still wasn’t enough!’ Megan half shrieks. ‘You’re still here, and it’s all fallen apart because of you.’ 
 
    Gloria moves forward and takes her arm, but she tries to shove her away. ‘Megan, calm down. This isn’t going to help us find Evie.’ Her words seem to flick a switch and Megan stills, her face a mask of hate as she looks at me. 
 
    ‘Evie ran away because she found out that Mickey isn’t her real dad,’ Megan says quietly. ‘She knew, when you came back and people started talking, that something had happened years ago, and she went looking through my things to find out what it was that made you leave.’ 
 
    It’s as though ice water has been thrown over me. A gasp lodges in my throat and I press my hand there, massaging the skin. 
 
    ‘Sixteen years later, and I’m still feeling the repercussions of your actions,’ Megan says quietly, her voice deadly calm now. It’s more frightening than when she was screaming at me. ‘Didn’t you ever wonder why I didn’t try to contact you, after Marcus died?’ 
 
    ‘I thought . . . I thought you were angry with me, for lying. And for leaving you out, dumping you for Jenny and Sarah. I’m sorry, Megan, I should have reached out to you, tried to fix things.’ 
 
    Megan laughs, a brittle, hollow sound. ‘You could never fix what you did, Rebecca.’ The sound of my full name is cold and sharp in my ears. ‘You ruined my life, sixteen years ago. Destroyed everything I had, and then left me alone to pick up the pieces.’ 
 
    I close my eyes, as I finally begin to understand what she is saying. What really happened that summer. Marcus. She called him Marcus, not Mr Rose. I think of the familiarity of Evie’s features, the resemblance to someone that I just can’t quite put my finger on, and I realise that I know what Megan is about to say. 
 
    ‘There was no tutoring, was there?’ I say, ‘and Ryan Baker . . . there was nothing going on with him. You weren’t interested in him.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Megan says with a wry smile. ‘There was no tutoring. No Ryan Baker. Just me and Marcus.’ Her voice breaks. ‘I was pregnant, Becky. I found out the day before you started spreading your lies.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Megan.’ 
 
    ‘He loved me,’ she says, not looking at me. Her face twists, her features contorted with pain. ‘We loved each other, and we were going to have a baby. Yes, what we did was probably wrong in everyone else’s eyes, but it didn’t matter. I would be eighteen before the summer was out, and I wouldn’t be his student anymore — we were going to leave, go to the mainland. Have the baby together. Marcus would get another teaching job and we would get married once we had the money. And then you ruined it all.’ Venom leaches into her voice, hate darkening her eyes as she finally looks at me. 
 
    ‘I didn’t know,’ I stutter. ‘I didn’t know any of this . . . if I’d known . . .’ 
 
    ‘If you’d known?’ Megan lets out a bitter laugh. ‘It would have been worse for us — you never would have let me leave, never would have let me go while you festered here, on this island.’ 
 
    ‘I just wanted to be part of it all,’ I say, my throat thick with tears. I am sick with regret. 
 
    ‘So, you told your lies,’ Megan goes on. ‘And the school got involved. Marcus was terrified, did you know that? I told him it would be OK; we would just leave earlier than planned. We could still get away, make a life together. But then Mr James started talking about the police, about how they would have to get them involved because you were a student at the school. Marcus would lose his job; they threatened him with the sex offender’s register. He never would have got another teaching job if that had happened.’ 
 
    I picture Marcus’s face as I stepped into Mr James’s office, the way he had avoided my gaze, making himself look a picture of guilt. 
 
    ‘All you had to do was tell Mr James the truth. That you lied, that none of it ever happened.’ 
 
    ‘I’m so sorry,’ I whisper, knowing as I say it that words will never be enough. 
 
    ‘We decided to leave the day after the party,’ Megan says. She gazes past me, and by the small smile on her face, I can see she is remembering that last day. ‘He didn’t want me to miss my birthday with my friends, he knew it was the last time I’d celebrate on the island, for a few years anyway. We didn’t know how my mum would react, once she knew that we were having a baby; that we were together.’ 
 
    Gloria presses her hand to her mouth, unable to look at me as Megan reminisces about what she has lost. 
 
    ‘I was to meet him at the harbour, for the first ferry of the day the following day,’ she says, ‘only, Ryan arrived at the pub and told us . . .’ her voice breaks. ‘Told us that Marcus was dead.’ She fixes her gaze on me. ‘Because of you. Because of what you said. Mr James went to his house that afternoon to say that he was being fired, and that it would be going on his record that he had had a relationship with a student. Marcus thought that even if you told the truth, once they found out about us there would be no other outcome.’ 
 
    Something breaks deep inside my chest, the snap of ties that can never be mended. ‘Megan, I’m sorry. I know it’s not enough; I know I can’t change anything, but I never wanted this to happen, any of it. I was a child, a stupid, selfish child who only thought about herself. If it’s any consolation, I’ve regretted it my whole life. I think about him every day and wish I could turn back the clock.’ 
 
    ‘But you can’t,’ Megan says, bitterly. ‘And now you’re here and you’re doing it again. My daughter hates me because I let her think that Mickey is her real dad. Because I let the rest of the island think Mickey is her real dad, and now she knows the truth and she hates me for trying to protect her. I didn’t want her to grow up in the middle of a scandal, and Mickey is a good man. He loves her like his own, and now their bond is damaged. Evie is gone, and it’s all your fault.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll find her,’ I say, ‘I’ll do anything I can to help you find her, and when we do, let me explain to Evie what really happened. I’ll tell her about my part in it all, I’ll take the blame for all of it. None of this is your fault, Megan. Let me try to fix it.’ 
 
    ‘You?’ Megan snorts, her cheeks flushed a furious pink. ‘You must be joking. As if I would trust you?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve changed, Megan. I’m not that selfish, stupid little girl I used to be. Let me put things right.’ 
 
    ‘But you haven’t though, have you?’ Her voice is a sneer, spiteful and vicious. ‘You’re doing it again, to Owen. Telling people that he was the last one to see Violet, that he’s responsible for her disappearance, spreading lies and rumours about him and trying to ruin his life, and why? Because he didn’t give you any attention? Because you hate teachers? Who fucking knows with you, Becky? You’re sick.’ 
 
    ‘I was wrong about Owen,’ I cry, the words scratching at my throat, the sharp edges of regret painful and real. ‘I got it wrong, and I’m sorry. I’m sorry for all of it.’ Grief has a stranglehold on me, and tears course down my cheeks. This is all my fault. I’ve ruined everything. 
 
    ‘Becky.’ Gloria grasps my hand between hers, tugging me gently towards the front door. ‘I think it’s best if you leave, let her calm down. She’s got a lot on her plate.’ 
 
    I glance over my shoulder to where Megan still paces the floor, her face averted from me, and I nod. ‘I’m so sorry, Gloria, I didn’t know. I didn’t know any of it.’ 
 
    Gloria pushes me outside, into the rain that has started to fall in sheets, bouncing on the path and turning the piles of dust and sand into thick sludge. ‘Just go, Becky. We need to concentrate on Evie.’ And she closes the door gently in my face. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I am drenched by the time I get home, the rain falling fast and heavy as the wind shrieks across the open water of the harbour, but I don’t know if it is rain or tears on my cheeks. Part of me is stunned by Megan’s revelations, but part of me . . . part of me isn’t surprised. When I think back to before, it all seems to click into place. The way she was never in the study room, even though she said she was having tutoring. The way she switched off whenever Jenny and Sarah would talk about Mr Rose, as if afraid of what she might say. The day she was late to meet me, her hair tangled and her feet sandy. I thought she’d been in the cove with Ryan Baker, but it was Marcus Rose all along. And I ruined it. Now Evie is missing, and that’s my fault too. I slam the front door closed, the wood already warping in the damp weather, and lean against it, my throat thick and my chest tight. Evie. I have to find her. That’s the only way I can even begin to make things up to Megan. 
 
    Heading to the kitchen, I pull out my notes, casting aside the clippings of all the women who went missing before, and opening a fresh page for Evie. As I shuffle the papers together, I remember the missing article on Violet. I never found it. Owen’s words come back to me, and my heart stutters in my chest. We need to look closer to home. Whose home? Did he mean mine? I lift my eyes to the window, to the shed that sits at the bottom of the garden, the shadow of a figure flitting past it in the moonlight in my mind’s eye. I haven’t searched the shed, it hadn’t crossed my mind, but what if Evie is there? What if she thought it was a good place to hide from Megan? Megan has a key to my house, Evie could easily have taken it and let herself in while I was out for dinner with Stephen. Suddenly things seem crystal clear, and I want to laugh. Of course, Evie didn’t leave the island. Of course, no one took her. Of course I was wrong, again. Pulling on a jacket, I open the door and fight against the wind towards the bottom of the garden. The padlock is cold and stiff, and I drop the key twice before I manage to get the door unlocked. 
 
    ‘Evie?’ The door leans on its rusty hinges as I pull it open, careful not to let the wind snatch it out of my grasp. ‘Evie, it’s me, Becky. Are you in here?’ 
 
    The air is warm and musty as I step into the shadowy space, cobwebs clutching at my arms and hair. Piles of gardening tools line the walls, old boxes, and my dad’s old toolbox, his initials engraved on the side. The dust on the floor looks disturbed and I shine the torch on my phone over it in the hopes of getting a better look. 
 
    ‘Evie? Are you here? Please come out.’ I pull the old push lawnmower out of the way, sliding behind it to a pile of boxes at the back. Slipping on a sheet of newspaper, old daffodil bulbs roll out from a mildewed and half rotten cardboard box and I swear quietly under my breath, sweeping the torch over the walls, peering into the corners. There is no sign of Evie. I let out a breath, fighting the disappointment that rises. I should have known it wouldn’t be that easy. Running the torch over the space at the back again, I turn to leave, but something snags my attention. Something that looks out of place. 
 
    At the bottom of the old racking that houses my mother’s seed trays and bulbs, there is a box that looks new, free from dust and dirt. Intrigued, I crouch down, squeezing my way between the racking and the mower to get a closer look. It is sealed, and I struggle in the gloomy darkness to hold my phone and get the flaps of the box open, but when I do, I sit back, momentarily confused. The box holds clothes — a white t-shirt, a jacket, a pair of jeans. At first, I think maybe Evie has been hiding here and she’s left them, but when I pull them free of the box, they look familiar, and I drop them as if burned, pressing my hand to my mouth. 
 
    Violet’s clothes. White t-shirt, jeans. In a box, in my shed. My mouth fills with saliva and there is a watery sensation low down in my stomach. I stretch out a hand, not wanting to touch the fabric, but unable to stop myself, as Owen’s words come back to me again. Closer to home. I see Gabe, standing on my doorstep, asking for access to the shed to check for his tools. He was here, that day when I came home to find him in the garden. Could it be him? Was he stashing Violet’s things then — or was it the night I saw an intruder in the garden? Did he come back to check to make sure I hadn’t found them? The thought of him hiding Violet’s things in here while I was upstairs brushing my teeth makes me feel faint, and I sink back on to my haunches, drawing in deep breaths until I am sure I won’t be sick. The barn at the site. Padlocked, secure, Gabe sidling in there with a bundle in his arms. Could that be where he’s holding Violet, and even Evie? Cuts on his knuckles, scratches on his neck. As if someone had tried to fight him off. Pins and needles start to tingle in my feet, and I push myself to a standing position. That has to be where he is keeping her — Owen was right, you can’t get much closer to Violet’s home than the barn on the traveller site. The last thing anyone wants is you going around, stirring things up. Now, stay on your own side of the island and leave us alone. No wonder Gabe was so keen for me to leave. 
 
    I shove my way past the mower, the cluttered racks of shelving and out into the garden, breathing in fresh sea air and not caring about the rain that lashes at my cheeks and hair. My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I tug it free, shouting into the screen. 
 
    ‘Stephen? Oh God, Stephen listen to me—’ 
 
    But it isn’t Stephen’s voice that crackles in and out on the end of the line, the reception dipping and falling as I head towards the house. It’s Gabe Kelly’s. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
    ‘Becky? Are you there? Can you hear me?’ 
 
    ‘Shit. Shit.’ I hang up, my hands shaking as I reach the kitchen door. Through the window, I can see through the sitting room and out on to the sea path. Directly out on the parking space outside the house, where Gabe Kelly stands beside his van, phone clamped to his ear. I can’t go in there. He can’t know I’m home. I press myself against the wall, out of sight, my legs barely able to hold me up, my breath tearing from my chest in a painful gasp. Scanning the wild garden ahead of me, out past Stephen’s house I see the waves on the beach below, crashing against the shore, the tiny ferry rising and falling against the heft of the jetty. I have to leave, before Gabe realises I’m home — if he finds out I know what he did who knows what he might do. The side gate is unlocked, but I can’t take that route, not without risk. If Gabe is still at the front of the house, he’ll see me the moment I step on to the sea path. I look over at Stephen’s house, sitting below the end of my mother’s garden, the windows dark. You could go to Stephen’s; Gabe won’t see you if you go through the gardens. It’s my mother’s voice I hear, calm and quiet over the roar of the waves and the wild wash of wind and rain that cuts in from the English Channel. Hearing the knock of the front door on the other side of the house, I have no choice, and I begin to run on shaking legs towards the bushes at the bottom of the garden. There is a small gap in the branches, and I stoop and bend, twisting my body so I can slide into the gap and step over the low wall that is hidden behind, into Stephen’s garden. Glancing over my shoulder, my mother’s garden is empty and relief makes me dizzy for a moment, as I run across Stephen’s lawn towards the house, I pray that Gabe will leave, that he won’t come knocking on Stephen’s door too. 
 
    At the back door I slow, bending at the waist to catch my breath. I am hoping that the old key safe that Mr Goodman used to keep under the patio box plant is still there, but when I lift it and run my fingers underneath there is nothing. Lowering my head, I blink hard, my mind working overtime. A gust of wind thrusts a deluge of rain at my back, my t-shirt sticking to my damp skin, and I wonder how long before the search party give up looking for Evie and return to their homes. The wind brings the sound of my name with it, and I realise Gabe is still knocking on my door, still looking for me. Fumbling, wired and panicky, my phone drops to the broken patio tiles with a crack. I have to get into the house. Casting around for something, anything to help, I feel as if something is out of place, not right, and I shake my head, trying to figure out what feels different. 
 
    ‘Becky? Are you home?’ The words come closer, as if Gabe has come around to the back of the house, and I snatch up a small rock, tapping it hard against the thin single glazed window of the back door. The glass smashes easily, the roar of the storm masking the noise, and I reach inside, unlocking the door and letting myself into the silent kitchen. Once inside, the adrenaline fades and I lean shakily against the worktop, my mouth dry. There is no movement from the garden, and I let myself take a breath, drawing in warm, musty air. Gabe must have given up. Pulling out my phone, I check the screen, expecting to see shattered glass but it is still in one piece and my fingers slip across the screen as I dial Stephen’s number. I have one bar of signal, flickering in and out as I march around the kitchen, trying to connect the call. It rings once, and then voicemail kicks in. 
 
    ‘For Christ’s sake.’ Frustration makes my voice pitchy and fearful, and I swallow before I leave another message. ‘Stephen, it’s Becky. I’m at your house. I know what happened to the girls. I know who’s responsible.’ The line cuts off, and I lower the phone, not sure if the message even went through. 
 
    I feel exposed on the lower lever of the house, despite the drawn curtains throughout giving the rooms a sinister, gloomy air. I am conscious that once Gabe realises I’m not home, he might come here looking for me. Seconds feel like hours as I wait, running my thumb across the screen of my phone over and over, willing Stephen to call. The phone stays silent, and I move to the staircase, the dim light making it difficult to see as I make my way up the stairs to Stephen’s bedroom. 
 
    The storm clouds have gathered, dark and thick, blotting out the last weak rays of sunlight. I had wished so hard for the weather to break, but as I peer out of Stephen’s bedroom window now, regret pulls at my nerve endings. The wind howls, and rain lashes against the window, making me jump. I watch, peering as far out of the window as I dare, as Gabe looks up at my house again, running his hands through his hair. He glances down at the phone in his hand, and then back to the house one more time, before he moves to the van, head down against the weather, and gets in, gunning the engine. Pulling back, I sink onto Stephen’s bed, relief making me wobbly, the adrenaline fade leaving me tired and drained. I lean back against the pillows, resisting the urge to close my eyes. Evie is still out there. Stephen will be back soon — as soon as he gets my message and hears how terrified I was, once he realises I’m at his house, he’ll come. I raise my phone to check for signal, but the screen remains a stubborn blank. Either my phone has run out of battery, or I did internal damage to it when I dropped it on the patio. There is no sign of a landline up here, and I don’t recall seeing one in the downstairs hall either, but there is an iPhone charger lying curled loosely on the nightstand. I shove the end into my phone and hope for the best. Suddenly itchy with anxiety, a hard knot forming in my belly as I realise I am still a sitting duck for Gabe, I get to my feet, pacing, checking out the bedroom for hiding places if Gabe should come back. I pull open the wardrobe, push back the neatly hanging shirts, eyeballing the cramped space beneath them to see if I could fit. Lifting the duvet I shove my head under the bed, seeing dust bunnies and a crumpled-up tissue, but barely enough space for me to squeeze under it for safety. As I peer under the bed, swiping out the tissue to throw away, I see a thin piece of paper on the carpet between the bed and the bedside table. Reaching out, I pull it towards me. It’s a sheet of newspaper, carefully folded in half as if Stephen has been using it for a bookmark. Sitting up, I glance towards the bedside table, seeing the same book still face down on the nightstand. The Stranger Beside Me by Ann Rule. Apprehension makes me pause, a low rumble of thunder overhead causing a shiver to run down my spine, and I frown, unsure as to why I suddenly feel so uneasy. Pushing my thumb between the sheets of newsprint, I flip the page open. It’s the article on Violet Monroe, the one that disappeared from the pages of my notepad. Sitting upright, I run my eyes over it, over the slightly jagged edge where I had torn it from the envelope in my flat in London, rain lashing the windows there just as it does now. Why does Stephen have this article? 
 
    ‘Perhaps he wanted to make a copy. He wanted to help me.’ The words fall heavy in the silence of the room, and as I speak, I know that something feels off. I scan the article again, pausing at the photograph of Violet taken the day she disappeared. I have seen the photo so many times, it’s almost as if I have stopped seeing it, stopped seeing what is really there. I run my eyes over her face, her hair, her clothes. Her clothes. 
 
    ‘It could be anything,’ I whisper the words to myself as my stomach gives a sickening lurch. I get to my feet and hurry to the chest of drawers, yanking open the top drawer and shoving Stephen’s t-shirts to one side. The scarf that sat in there is still missing. I return to the article, hoping I’ve made a terrible mistake, but I don’t think I have. The pale lilac scarf that Violet is wearing is a match for the one I am sure I saw in this drawer, on my first visit to Stephen’s house. The scarf he said belonged to his dead wife, Natasha. 
 
    ‘Hundreds of women could have worn that scarf,’ I mutter to myself as I close the drawer, a taste like ash in my mouth as I move to the nightstand and pick up my phone. The screen lights up and I feel almost limp with relief, although there is only 4% battery life showing. There are no bars of signal, but a weak Wi-Fi signal flickers on and I unlock the screen, opening Safari. I have to be certain; I think to myself, I have to be a hundred per cent sure before I do anything. My stomach cramps, and I pause, pressing a hand to my belly. I’m not sure if it’s fear or anxiety that makes me nauseous, but I creep to the window and peer out on to the empty sea path before I type in her name. 
 
    Natasha Richards. Drama Teacher. Her face fills the screen, young and unblemished — younger than me, closer to Evie’s age than mine — and I get a swooping sensation in my stomach as I see she worked at a school in Islington, just like Owen Murphy. Her face smiles out from the prospectus, and I swallow, not sure how I am feeling. I click onto another page, her Facebook page, but it hasn’t been used since 2019. Wait a minute. I click back on to the school webpage, scrolling back to her face on the prospectus. The current year’s prospectus. Why would they have a dead woman in the current prospectus as a named teacher? My stomach rolls again as another crack of thunder comes from overhead, louder and closer this time, that old familiar spark igniting in my veins. The spark that tells me there is a story here, only this time I don’t think I’m going to like the ending. I click back to the search engine, scrolling, scrolling, trying to find evidence of something that I already know isn’t true. And then I find it. An article dated July 2021. Natasha Richards’s face stares out at me from the screen, as I scan the attached article. An article where Natasha talks about her suffering at the hands of a stalker, a man who threatened her and made her life a living hell. She talks about how, as a single woman, she was constantly left feeling vulnerable and in danger, and it took months of gathering evidence to try and protect herself from him, as they worked together, and her employers were reluctant to believe her. It began after she refused to go on a date with him, feeling it inappropriate as they were colleagues. He followed her, walking past her house at times of the day when he knew she was in before she left for work. He befriended her friends, appearing on nights out when she wasn’t expecting it. And when she was adamant that she wasn’t interested, it got worse — he told people they were dating, were in a serious relationship, texting her all hours of the day and night. I read on, horror growing as I try to take in the words, my nails digging into my palms. The name may not be the same, but the photo of Natasha’s stalker is so familiar, I could describe him in my sleep. Natasha Richards is not dead. She is very much alive, and she has never been married. She was stalked for four years by a man she worked with. A man who calls himself Stephen Morris. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
    The floor dips and rolls beneath my feet, my vision darkening at the edges as my phone falls to the floor. I sink on to the edge of the mattress, pressing my face into my hands. Stephen and Natasha were never married. They never even dated. He stalked her, made her life hell. She has an injunction out against him. But he’s so charming. So perfect. How did I not see it? Saliva fills my mouth, hot and sour, and I swallow hard. What else has he lied about? Lightning illuminates the room, followed by the deep rumble of thunder in the distance, as another spurt of rain strikes the window. I get to my feet, my vision finally clear and snatch up my phone, dialling Evie’s number. It rings once and then goes to voicemail, the automated voice ringing out clear in my ear, telling me to leave a message. 
 
    ‘Evie, it’s me, Becky. Call me, please, you’re not in any trouble. Please, just call.’ My voice breaks as I hang up because I know she won’t call. Can’t call. Wherever she is, I don’t think Evie is there by choice. 
 
    I have to get out of here. Tucking my phone into my back pocket, I hurry for the stairs, stumbling as I trip over the loose carpet on the middle stair. At the bottom, I pause in the hallway, eyeing the basement door, a horrifying, twisted thought forming, but before I can give pause to it there is the crunch of tyres on the path outside. A car door slams, and I freeze, my heart in my mouth as the handle moves on the front door, and then it opens. 
 
    ‘Becky, thank God.’ Stephen falls in the door, his hair plastered to his head with the rain, the thin jacket he wears clinging to his shoulders. He turns, forcing the door closed against the wind, and I use the moment to rearrange my features, masking the fear I am sure is written all over my face. ‘I got your message. I was worried.’ He turns back to me, shrugging off his jacket and watching me closely. 
 
    ‘I didn’t know if it went through, the signal was terrible.’ I force myself to go to him, to help him with the sodden jacket, trying to remember the exact words I used when I told him I knew what had happened to the girls. Did I mention Gabe’s name? ‘Here, let me take that. I’ll grab you a towel.’ Hurrying up the stairs, I close the bathroom door behind me, my hands shaking. What if I’m wrong again? I was so sure that Owen was responsible for Violet’s disappearance, and I was wrong about that. I think of Stephen’s hands on me, of his mouth pressed against mine, not sure if the shudder that runs through me is desire or revulsion. Could he really be the same person who stalked Natasha? The thought makes my blood run cold, as I picture the photo of Violet, the scarf around her neck, that same fabric folded neatly in his bedroom drawer. 
 
    ‘Becky? Are you OK up there?’ Stephen’s voice filters up from the hallway and I yank a towel from the rail and run back down the stairs, praying my legs don’t give way from under me. 
 
    ‘Here.’ I hand it to him, taking care not to let my hand touch his. ‘It’s brutal out there. Are people still searching? I know everyone wants to find Evie, but I’m not sure anyone will be able to find her in this weather.’ I am babbling, the words tumbling out and over each other. 
 
    Stephen rubs at his hair, giving me a curious glance. ‘Mickey is still out there. He won’t go until he’s exhausted everywhere he can think of. I’m going to go back out shortly; help keep an eye on things.’ 
 
    Relief is instant, a warm hand running over my shoulders. His presence, now I know he lied to me, is weighty, heavy on my chest. ‘I went to see Megan,’ I say, reluctantly following Stephen towards the kitchen. ‘I told her what you said about Evie.’ Stephen freezes for just a tiny, almost imperceptible second, before throwing the damp towel on to a kitchen chair. ‘That she could have left the island.’ 
 
    Stephen steps towards me, his arms out. Arms that I would have stepped into without a moment’s hesitation just a few hours ago. Now, I push a smile on my face and force my feet to move towards him, trying not to tense as his arms wrap around me. ‘What did Megan say?’ I feel his chin move as he rests his head on the top of my hair, his fresh woody scent filling my nose despite the rain. 
 
    ‘I didn’t stay long. She’s under a lot of stress, and as there isn’t any news . . . she’s desperate for Evie to come home. The idea of Evie leaving the island . . . it was devastating for her.’ 
 
    ‘Of course it is,’ Stephen murmurs, ‘it would be difficult for any parent, even if it was agreed and Evie hadn’t run away.’ His arms tighten around me, and I feel a flicker of panic. ‘You said in your message that you knew what had happened to the girls — you knew who was responsible.’ There is another rumble of thunder, closer now, and a crack of lightning gives the room a blue-white glow for a brief second. 
 
    I push my face against his chest, not wanting to look at him, not sure what I will see on his face. His arms are tight around my body, in a way that before I would have felt was secure, safe, but now feels a little too tight, threatening almost. I picture myself, crawling through the hedge to get to his house, to somewhere safe. ‘Gabe,’ I say, the name sticking in my throat. ‘I saw Owen, I know he had nothing to do with it. But Gabe came to my house, and when I visited the traveller site to interview Ivy, he couldn’t throw me off quick enough.’ 
 
    Stephen pulls back, looking down at me. His eyes are dark as he frowns, and I feel something stir in my stomach. What if it is Gabe? What if I’m right? But then I think of Natasha’s voice in the article, the undercurrent of fear that runs through her words. The scarf. The locked cellar door. I pull away slightly, hoping Stephen can’t feel the spike in my heart rate. ‘Gabe? You think Gabe knows where Evie is?’ 
 
    ‘Violet too, maybe.’ I slip out of his arms completely, pacing back and forth across the faded kitchen lino. ‘You could check?’ I pause, as if the thought had just occurred to me. ‘You could go to the traveller site and see if you can find anything. There’s a barn . . .’ Stephen’s face is blank, and I think for a moment that he won’t go, that he somehow knows that I know he lied about Natasha, that I found Violet’s things in my mother’s shed. I press on. ‘It’s all padlocked up, but I saw Gabe sneaking in there when I went to see Ivy. What if she’s there? Please, Stephen, please go and check. I couldn’t bear it if she was there, and we didn’t get to her in time.’ The tears that spring to my eyes aren’t forced and I let them slide down my cheeks. 
 
    There is a brief pause in which I am sure he’ll refuse to go, and then he says, ‘Of course.’ Stephen nods and comes to kiss me, tilting my face to his. I close my eyes as he presses his lips to mine, his hand gripping my chin tightly. ‘You head home, and I’ll go and check.’ 
 
    I don’t want to leave. I can’t leave, not now, but I choke out the words, past the heavy lump in my throat. ‘OK, I’ll go back to my house. I’ll wait there for you; I’m so frightened Gabe will come back.’ It’s an Oscar-worthy performance, and I hold my breath as he strokes the tears from my cheeks with his thumb. 
 
    ‘I won’t be long,’ he says, snatching up his damp jacket. ‘When you get home, close the curtains, lock the door, and stay in the sitting room. Don’t answer the door to anyone, don’t peer out of the windows, don’t let anyone know you’re home. I’ll be back soon.’ 
 
    I nod frantically, following him to the front door. I have no intention of going anywhere. 
 
    * * * 
 
    My legs go weak as the front door closes behind him, the tyres kicking up gravel as he pulls out on to the sea path. Peering out of the front window, I watch his tail-lights disappear, the relief that washes over me as they round the corner to the harbour almost palpable. The sky is completely dark now, a thick, bruised purple as the waves crash against the harbour wall. Lightning cracks over the sea, and I manage to make out the figure of a man on the beach, his head bent low. Mickey, still searching. The sight of him snaps me back to myself and I let out a shaky breath. Stephen is gone, for now anyway, and he thinks I’m going home. He lied to me about Natasha, that much I know for certain, but does that mean he could have something to do with Evie’s — and Violet’s — disappearance? My heart doesn’t want to believe it, but my head tells me I’ve already seen the evidence, first in his chest of drawers and then boxed up at the bottom of my garden. It was the perfect hiding place for him — my mother wouldn’t have looked in the shed, he knew she was too poorly. If the police had searched the island for Violet, they wouldn’t have found her things in his house. It was him, I think, sneaking around that night, trying to get into the shed, to get her things back, before I found them. My eyes go to the basement door again, the lock tightly shut. Evie would have trusted him; my mother’s voice says in my ear as the hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention. So would Violet. My stomach lurches, and an ear-splitting crack of thunder rents the air, making me jump. Evie would have trusted him. Megan trusts him, Gloria trusts him, even Father Joe is on board. I trusted him. Stephen has never given anyone reason not to trust him. Until now. 
 
    Why is the basement door so tightly locked if it doesn’t contain Stephen’s dead wife’s things? The thought comes to me, hard and bright, as icy as the sea in January, as I remember the feeling I had outside that something wasn’t right. Heading for the back door, I shove it open, battling the elements as it slams hard behind me. Stepping out on to the patio, I stand where I did less than an hour or two earlier, staring at the back of the house as rain pounds against my skin. There. At the bottom of the house, where the windows into the basement should be, is plywood. Stephen has boarded up the windows to the basement. 
 
    ‘Why would you do that?’ I whisper, the words washed away in the wind. ‘Unless you had something to hide.’ Something collapses in my chest. It wasn’t Gabe. It wasn’t Owen. It was never either of them. Stephen is the one who said Owen was the last person to see Violet on the Old Lighthouse Road, but what if it was really him? Owen may have passed that way, but Stephen could have too, just as easily. Violet was going to meet a friend and Ivy assumed that it was Owen — but Violet hadn’t had tutoring with Owen for weeks. Could she have been meeting Stephen? I let out a howl, broken and ragged. Lydia had said she saw Violet talking to a teacher at the festival, the day she disappeared. ‘I think he taught my brother for a little while — English?’ . . .’Murphy? Ivy says his name is Mr Murphy.’ Both Ivy and I assumed that Lydia meant the current English teacher at St Benedict’s, but didn’t Stephen teach English when he first arrived at the school, until Owen came? Megan’s words come back to me, the night of the funeral, when I’d asked about my new neighbour. ‘He’s nice. He teaches Year Ten too; Evie really likes him. He taught her English for a bit when he first arrived.’ I press my hands to my mouth, holding in the roil of emotions, a storm to rival the weather. 
 
    Stephen was there when I mentioned writing about Violet — I gave him access to everything I was doing in the misguided belief that he was helping me, when really was he just keeping an eye on me? Making sure I didn’t get too close? Fury floods my veins, and I clench my fists so tight it hurts as I march across the garden, towards the shed. The storm rages around me, deafening me to everything except that anger that rips through me, and the wrathful force of the wind as it threatens to knock me off my feet. I smash the old, cheap padlock on the shed door with a rock, and once inside I grab the handle of a hatchet, the paint chipped and worn on the wood, the head rusty and spotted with age. I’m getting into that basement, whatever happens. I need to know exactly what it is Stephen Morris is hiding. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
    My conviction fades as I stand in the hallway, the hatchet hanging limply from one hand. What if I’m wrong? How will I explain it? Evie’s face fills my mind, and I shake my head. I am not wrong, I can’t be. The scarf that lay in Stephen’s drawer was a perfect match for Violet’s and he told me it belonged to a woman who never really existed, not the way he described her. He lied to me. I heft the hatchet over my shoulder and swing it towards the lock. It bounces off the metal, a glancing blow that rebounds and threatens to knock me off my feet. Swiping my hair out of my eyes, I lift it again, feeling a twinge in my lower back as the hatchet is heavier than I anticipated. I swing again, lower this time, missing the lock completely as the hatchet buries itself in the thick, heavy wood of the basement door. 
 
    ‘Shit.’ I swear softly under my breath, sweat prickling under my arms. I tug at the hatchet, wiggling it from side to side in an attempt to tug it free. It’s stubborn, the blade buried deep into the door, a door that I was wrong to assume was a cheap hollow core but is actually solid wood. Pressing all my weight on the handle and praying the old wood doesn’t snap, I finally yank it free, letting out a gasp of frustration as I tumble to the floor. Getting to my feet, I go to lift the hatchet again, my biceps grumbling, and I glance towards the basement door, where an unsightly gash splits the wood below the padlock. There is no way to disguise what I’ve done, and I lift the hatchet again. I’ve started, so I’ll finish. The phrase from some TV show flits through my mind and I let out a hysterical gasp of laughter as I swing the hatchet again, the blade burying itself even deeper as the gash widens. 
 
    ‘Evie, I’m coming!’ I call, dizzy with some emotion I can’t name as I pull the blade of the hatchet free and swing it again, not even noticing the scream of the muscles in my back and arms as I let out a war cry, burying it again and again. The wood splits with an ear-splitting shriek and finally there is a gap in the wood, wide enough for me to peer inside the darkened space. Panting, I throw the hatchet to the floor and sink to my haunches. I am exhausted, shivering with cold despite the sweat that courses down my spine, my muscles trembling. I crawl forward, peering into the space beyond the door. There is a concrete and dirt staircase leading down into the depths, but it’s too dark to see anything. I look up, hoping for a light switch but the rough plastered walls are blank. Pulling my body back out of the hole, I cast around for my phone, praying I have enough battery to light my descent into the bowels of Stephen’s house, when I hear it. The crisp crunch of tyres on gravel as a vehicle approaches on the sea path. Stephen. Enough time has passed that he could have driven to the traveller site and back already. If he has the girls then he already knows that they won’t be in the barn, but he could hardly refuse when I asked him to check. I close my eyes, my pulse roaring in my ears as I feel my bones liquefy with fear. The hatchet. Groping behind me, I pull the hatchet towards me and then push my way into the gap in the door, splinters grabbing at my clothes and hair as I squeeze onto the staircase. There’s no hiding what I’ve done if Stephen has returned — my only hope is that he’ll try and force his way through the gap, but I’ll be ready. I heft the hatchet from palm to palm, almost enjoying the weight of it. Can I really do this? Can I really swing the hatchet in this small space, knowing that if I hit him, I’ll kill him? Yes. I see Ivy’s face, Megan’s, followed by Violet and Evie, smiling up at me as I told her about Megan and I getting drunk on the beach as teenagers. Yes, I can do it. The tyres come to a stop outside the house, and I close my eyes for a brief second, faint with fear. A car door slams, and I hear the sound of footsteps approaching the house. I shuffle my feet, changing my stance so that when I swing there will be less chance of tumbling down the concrete stairs to the darkness below. Lightning flashes and then there is an almighty crack of thunder directly overhead. The storm has arrived, and it masks the sound of Stephen entering the house. Palms sweating, I blow the hair out of my eyes, straining to hear if he’s inside. The front door snicks closed, and there is a muffled, ‘What the . . . ?’ and I take a deep breath, lifting the hatchet and charging forward in the small space, ready to bury the hatchet in him if I need to. But as I reach the shattered fragments of the basement door, it isn’t Stephen that stands in the hall, his mouth gaping open. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Woah, woah, get back!’ Gabe stands in the hall, his hands raised. ‘Jesus Becky, what’s going on in here?’ 
 
    I drop the hatchet, sinking to my knees as shards of wood press against the skin on my legs. ‘Gabe. I thought you were . . .’ I swallow, suddenly sure I am about to be sick. ‘Where is Stephen?’ Pushing myself to my feet I pull out my phone, fumbling for the torch app. 
 
    ‘Stephen?’ Gabe steps forward, frowning at the mess I’ve made of the door. ‘I don’t know, I came by to check on you earlier, but you weren’t home. Becky, I think Stephen might have something to do with all of this. About Evie disappearing, maybe even Violet too. You were right.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ I mutter. ‘Wait. You came to check on me?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I was worried that . . . Evie is gone, and I was worried about you, about you being around Stephen. I went to Gloria’s to see if you were there, and she said if you weren’t home, you’d probably be here, so I came back.’ 
 
    I blink, struggling to keep up with what he’s saying. Gabe thinks Stephen is responsible for Evie’s disappearance. ‘I sent him to you,’ I say, panic tasting foul and sour on my tongue. ‘I sent him to the camp. When he sees you’re not there, he’ll come back here. We have to hurry.’ 
 
    ‘Becky, what’s going on? Did you do this?’ Gabe gestures to the shredded wood that litters the hallway. 
 
    ‘You’re not the only one who thinks Stephen has something to do with this — I think he’s got the girls,’ I say, my voice tinged with hysteria. ‘He locked the basement door . . . he said his dead wife’s things were here, but she never existed. He boarded the windows — why would he board the windows? I have to get down there.’ 
 
    Gabe steps forward, squeezing his way into the narrow gap I have made in the door. ‘Down here?’ He pulls out his own phone, lighting the torch and illuminating the narrow stair well. 
 
    Breathing in through my mouth, not wanting the dark, dank air to taint my lungs, I lower myself onto the staircase, as Gabe holds his torch high behind me, lighting the way. The stairs curve round slightly, and they are just as clean as the rest of the house, no sign of the cobwebs that line the stairs of my own basement. At the foot of the staircase — hidden from first glance to anyone who peered in from the door at the top — is a door. It’s a cheap, hollow core door, but there are chains across it in three positions — across the top, middle or bottom. They are only normal household door chains, but they would prevent someone from getting out, especially a teenage girl. 
 
    ‘Gabe,’ I call out to him, my voice shaky, and he places a reassuring hand on my shoulder. With fumbling fingers, I slide the first chain across, then the second, and then the third. I am half expecting the door to be locked, but when I reach for the handle, it turns, and I gently open the door wide enough to see in. 
 
    ‘Oh my God.’ The torch on the phone doesn’t throw out much light, but it is enough to see by. A girl sits on a sagging mattress on the basement floor, her head lowered. I don’t know if she’s asleep, unconscious, or just terrified. A chain wraps around her ankle, leading to racking on the wall, where a sheet of polythene hangs from the ceiling to the floor. The chain is short, and my eyes go to the bucket that stands in the corner. She wouldn’t have enough reach on the chain to reach the bucket. 
 
    ‘Violet? Is that you?’ My heart in my mouth, I crouch next to her, aware that I can smell blood and something else on her, something woody. Stephen’s aftershave. ‘My name is Rebecca, I’m here to help you.’ 
 
    The girl raises her head and I gasp. In the dim light, I can see a dark bruise staining her cheekbone, a winding snake of blood dried in a thin line, trickling down from her shorn hairline. It is unmistakeably Violet Monroe, her face as familiar as my own after hours of staring at her photo. 
 
    ‘Violet, did Stephen . . . did he do this to you?’ I lift her chin, and she winces as I shine the torch on her face. The bruises continue, along her collarbone and there is a necklace of purple around her neck, as if he has throttled her. Glancing down, I see she wears a yellow t-shirt. My mother’s yellow t-shirt, that Stephen had promised to take to the charity shop for me the day I cleared her bedroom. My knees feel weak, and I have to fight to suppress the sobs that build in my chest. I drop her hand, stepping to one side so Gabe can see her. 
 
    ‘Oh, Violet,’ he breathes, her name broken and jagged. 
 
    ‘Gabe is here, he won’t hurt you. He’s with me, we’ll get you out of here.’ I look at Gabe, at the matching horror on his face. ‘We need bolt cutters, something to cut the chain.’ 
 
    He gives me a wan smile, sickly and green, his eyes huge in his face. ‘Handyman here,’ he says, and reaches down to Violet’s ankle, pulling a small pair of wire cutters from his pocket with shaking hands. 
 
    ‘We have to hurry,’ I say, ‘Stephen could be back at any moment.’ I strain to hear the sound of tyres above us, but it’s difficult over the frantic pounding of the pulse in my ears. Gabe snips and tugs at the chain, working frantically until finally Violet is free. She weeps the whole time, her head resting on my shoulder as Gabe works. Once free, Gabe gently lifts her to a standing position and starts to walk her carefully towards the door. 
 
    ‘Quickly, Gabe. Get her out of here before Stephen comes back.’ Breathless, I push Gabe towards the light, his arm wrapped tightly around Violet’s tiny frame, before I glance around the gloomy, dirty darkness of the basement, searching desperately for a sign that Evie is here, that I’ve found her, but the mattress Violet lay on is empty. I step forward, my heart heavy as I make to follow Gabe and Violet upstairs into the hall. 
 
    ‘Wait.’ Violet’s voice is barely above a whisper, but it rings loud in the dark, echoey silence of the basement. ‘Don’t leave her.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ I stop, my feet scuffing the dirty, cold floor, as hope blooms in my chest. 
 
    ‘Don’t leave her,’ Violet says again, pointing behind me. ‘It’s not just me.’ 
 
    I step back into basement, peering in the faint light of the phone torch around the other side of the racking. Paint cans and preserving jars line the shelves, the polythene sheet that hangs from the shelving blocking off the space behind, but when I push at the sheeting, it parts. My palms slick, I push the plastic, and peering into the back half of the basement, I see there is another mattress, hidden out of sight. Raising my phone, the thin light of the torch runs over the mattress, and I press my hand to my mouth, holding in the shout that crawls up my throat. I can just make out the thin, sleeping body of another girl. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Evie?’ Her name is sweet in my mouth, honey and vanilla, as I push my way through the slit in the polythene sheeting. She murmurs, raising her head slightly and my stomach turns as I realise she is also wearing a shirt of my mother’s, blue with red flowers. ‘Evie, it’s me, it’s Becky.’ I turn to where Gabe stands frozen in the dim light from the upstairs hallway, Violet clinging to his neck, her head lowered. ‘Gabe, get Violet out of here. We need an ambulance, police. Call them, now.’ I turn back to Evie, lifting her head gently from the mattress. She seems dazed, with that groggy demeanour of someone waking up after taking a sleeping pill. ‘It’s OK, I’m here, Evie. You’re safe now.’ 
 
    As Gabe disappears from sight, the dim light briefly blocked as he and Violet reach the hallway, I realise that isn’t strictly true, and that Stephen could return at any moment. Sliding my hands into her armpits, I try to lift Evie, her body limp and heavy. 
 
    ‘Come on, Evie, give me a hand here.’ I tug and she opens her eyes, her mouth forming a perfect O. 
 
    ‘Becky?’ Evie gives a slow blink, pushing herself on to her knees. Tears slip down her cheeks and I feel something brittle snap inside me, some sort of instinct kicking in. 
 
    ‘Come on baby, up you come.’ I pull her to her feet, her arm going around my neck. She smells sour, like old milk, her — my mother’s — shirt damp with sweat. As we creep towards the opening, I run my eyes over her, checking for bruises, cuts, any sign at all that Stephen has hurt her. 
 
    ‘He told me . . .’ she slurs, ‘he told me he was going to give me a lift home . . . but he . . . didn’t. He gave me a glass . . . of wine . . . tasted funny.’ Another tear slides down her cheek, and I freeze, as the sound of a car door slamming comes from overhead. 
 
    ‘Becky?’ Stephen’s voice is a roar, as I hear the front door fly back on its hinges and Evie’s eyes widen, her knees going from under her. 
 
    ‘Oh my God,’ I whisper as I hear Gabe shout, and then the sound of something hard hitting the floor. ‘Wait here,’ I whisper urgently to Evie, as she nods frantically, her hand pressed to her mouth, all signs of grogginess gone. Casting about for something hard, I see the blade of the hatchet glint in the light, on the corner of the stairs where Gabe left it, and I snatch it up, a now familiar weight in my hands. Creeping my way up the staircase, I realise Stephen doesn’t know I am here, he’s only seen Gabe. He thinks I left, went home. A crash comes from the kitchen, and as I reach the top of the stairs, I see Violet cowering in the corner, her hands over her ears. I pull myself through the gap in the basement door, following the sounds of a tussle along the hall, pausing as I reach the kitchen. Gabe is pressing his hands against Stephen’s neck, trying desperately to hold him off as Stephen reaches for the knife block behind Gabe. Stephen swings wildly, as Gabe lets go with one hand to throw a punch, missing as Stephen whirls on him, the knives within reach. He snatches one from the block, a heavy handled butcher’s knife, thudding the handle hard against the side of Gabe’s head. Gabe’s eyes go wide and then he slumps to the floor, as Stephen stands over him, panting hard. 
 
    ‘Stephen.’ My voice is low and calm, even though I can barely breathe. The hatchet sits in one hand, and I tuck it behind my body, hoping Stephen hasn’t seen it. 
 
    ‘Becky, thank God you’re OK.’ Stephen steps towards me, hands raised. ‘Gabe attacked me; he just came at me like a wild thing, once he realised I knew the truth. You were right, he did all of this.’ 
 
    Even now, Stephen is still charm personified. If I had walked in here now, would I believe Gabe was responsible? Probably. I shake my head, blinking back tears. 
 
    ‘I know you did it. I didn’t go home Stephen, I stayed here the whole time.’ Stephen’s face goes blank, and he becomes unrecognisable as the man I thought I knew. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Becky.’ Stephen shakes his head, widening his eyes. ‘I just told you; Gabe was responsible. He did it. Why do you think I had to defend myself?’ 
 
    I can’t believe he’s standing here, trying to gaslight me. ‘I found the girls, Stephen. I know what you did.’ 
 
    Stephen’s face changes, the mask sliding from his face and leaving something inhuman behind. ‘Such a disappointment, Becky. I thought you were different; you know? Turns out you’re just like all the others. You want to know why? Well, why not?’ Stephen laughs, cold and chilling. He is a psychopath. I think of the book on his bedside table, about Ted Bundy. He steps towards me, his hand reaching out to my throat as he pushes me towards the back door, out into the garden, into the storm. ‘People like me, we can do whatever we want. Violet wanted me all to herself, begging me to take over the tutoring that Owen was terrible at. And then she thought when she’d had enough, she could call it off, after weeks of flirting with me, of offering herself to me. It doesn’t work like that, Becky. It ends when I say it ends.’ 
 
    ‘She’s just a child. You were her teacher.’ I choke the words out, his fingers resting against my windpipe as I stumble over the back step out into the garden. The storm rages overhead and I have to shout to be heard over the wind and rain, over the crashing waves below. ‘Was it the same with Lindsay? Lindsay Barker?’ It was only as I saw Evie lying on the mattress in the basement that things had clicked in my mind about Lindsay. ‘And Natasha? Is that what happened with Natasha, she didn’t want you?’ The hatchet slips slightly in my grip, and I tighten my fingers, waiting for the right moment. 
 
    Stephen’s face darkens. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’ He squeezes tighter, and panic flares as I gasp and flail, one hand going to my throat. He is pushing me backwards still, towards the end of the garden, my feet slipping over the wet ground. To the steep edge that drops off to the sea path below. If I fall, I’ll be killed. ‘I don’t have to explain myself to you — to anyone. It could have been so different for us, Becky. You were so vulnerable, so alone. So willing to be manipulated. Of course, you believed me when I said Owen was responsible. Of course, you believed that Evie left the island. You believed everything I ever told you because you were so conscious of being a liar yourself. And even after all this time of trying to do the right thing, you still got it wrong.’ He steps forward again as my cheeks redden and my lungs burn. My feet slide along the wet grass, the ground beginning to crumble beneath my feet. We must be near the edge. I squeeze my eyes closed, still waiting for the right moment. 
 
    ‘I trusted you,’ I wheeze, my breath whistling painfully in my throat. ‘Violet trusted you, so did Evie. How could you do this?’ 
 
    ‘You saw what you wanted to see, Becky; they all do, until they don’t want to see it anymore. I could have any woman I wanted on this island, and I chose you.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ I gasp, ‘Why me? Why any of us?’ Black spots dance at the edge of my vision and I know that I have to do it soon. Stephen stops, and I know without being able to see that we are at the edge of the garden. There are only one or two steps between me and the sea below. 
 
    ‘I wish I could tell you it was for your sparkling wit and personality,’ Stephen says, his words carrying away on the squally wind. ‘But it really wasn’t. You were alone, sad, missing your mother that night you let yourself into my garden, and I thought then you might be the one. So vulnerable, so ripe for manipulation. And then you were so desperate to put things right, weren’t you? Talking about Violet, investigating her for your little book. So, I had to reel you in — be the charming, helpful man you wanted. The charming helpful man you saw, Becky. I couldn’t have you getting too close to the truth, could I? And if you’d just carried on with your suspicions over Owen, everything would have been OK for us.’ 
 
    I close my eyes, tears sliding from between my lashes, unable to speak. 
 
    Stephen leans in close, his breath hitting my rain splattered cheeks. ‘No one will miss you, Becky. The whole island hates you, and they’ll blame you for this too. You were the closest one to me. My girlfriend. You should have known.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a monster,’ I wheeze, as my feet scrape over the stones at the edge of the garden. ‘They’ll blame you, and no one else.’ And then with the last breath in my body, I swing the hatchet and bury it in his side. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Front page of The Kirton Herald 
 
      
 
    MISSING TEEN FOUND SAFE 
 
    In a story that will send shockwaves through the community, missing Kirton teenager, Violet Monroe, 19, was found safe last night in a house on the north-east side of the island. Violet, who disappeared following the island’s annual festival last year, has already been reunited with her family following the resolution of this year long mystery. 
 
    ‘I never believed for one second that Violet would have run away and left us,’ Ivy Boswell, Violet’s sister says. ‘I knew she would never leave without saying goodbye. I am just so relieved to have her home and safe.’ 
 
    Mrs Boswell also expressed her thanks to local true crime writer, Rebecca Gannon for her aid in Violet’s rescue. She says, ‘If it hadn’t been for Rebecca’s faith in me, and her tenacity when everyone else had given up, I can’t be sure that we ever would have discovered what really happened to Violet. We will be forever grateful for all that Rebecca did for us.’ Mrs Boswell has stated that while she is very grateful for the island’s concern, she would appreciate privacy for the family, now Violet has returned. 
 
    Ms Gannon, 34, returned to the island after a period away, following the death of her mother, and became invested in Violet’s case as part of her new book, covering violence towards women and the part the public have to play in the resolution of these cases. 
 
    A friend of Violet’s family was also in attendance for her rescue, when Violet was discovered locked in a basement at the home of local headmaster, Stephen Morris. Gabe Kelly, 35, expressed his shock at the gruesome discovery, where another missing local girl, Evie Brazil, was also found. ‘It was shocking to see these two girls hidden in such an horrific manner, even more so that this heinous crime was carried out by a man trusted and welcomed by our community. Rebecca was the bravest person I have ever seen last night, and I don’t think anyone on the island has enough words for the gratitude our community has for her.’ 
 
    The house has been sealed off and Mr Morris is wanted for questioning by police. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
    Everything hurts. I blink, but even that hurts, the white light overhead blinding me, and as I try to swallow my throat rebels. 
 
    ‘Becky? You’re awake.’ A voice I think I recognise comes from beside me and I gingerly turn my head, squinting at the blurry figure beside my bed. ‘It’s me, Gabe.’ A warm hand shoots out and wraps around my palm. ‘You’re in the hospital. You’ve been asleep for a bit, but you’re going to be OK.’ 
 
    Rain. Lightning overhead. My feet, scudding over the wet ground towards the sea path. Hands at my throat. Flashes come to me, hard and bright. ‘Evie?’ My voice is croaky, her name as sharp as glass. 
 
    Gabe hands me a glass of water, waiting patiently as I push myself up the pillows on arms that burn and ache. He looks pale and tired, and a white bandage covers one side of his forehead. ‘She’s fine. She’s at home with Megan and Mickey. She’s given a statement to the police, and they’ve offered her counselling.’ 
 
    I think of her groggy, limp body as I struggled to get her to the stairs. ‘He didn’t hurt her?’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t have time, thanks to you.’ Gabe gives me a smile, but I don’t manage to return it. 
 
    ‘How did he . . . ?’ 
 
    ‘Evie was at the school after her fight with Megan. She hadn’t received the email about football training being cancelled, but they’re still trying to decipher if he left her out of the email thread deliberately. Stephen was there and . . . Evie told police she had seen Stephen, and naturally she approached him — she thought she was there for football practice. Evie told him that she’d argued with Megan, and that she knew the big secret the island was carrying, and she was going to tell everyone. Stephen thought she meant Violet — Evie was referring to Marcus being her father, but he thought everyone already knew what had happened with Marcus — and he knew how determined you were to find Violet. He offered to bring her home and instead he brought her back to his house.’ 
 
    I close my eyes against the picture in my mind. Evie, crying and upset after her fight with Megan, telling him she knew it all. Did he panic? How could he ever have thought he would have got away with it? Evie was not like Violet. Violet is from a travelling family, if it hadn’t been for Ivy, she never would have been missed, the island would have written her off as flighty and inconsistent, unable to stay in one spot. Evie was missed, and the whole island turned out to search for her. Ribbons of unease ripple through my veins at the difference between responses, the lack of care and concern for one girl over the other. 
 
    ‘How did you know?’ I say, coughing as the words scratch at my sore throat. ‘About Stephen?’ 
 
    Gabe looks down at his hands, suddenly shy. ‘I was on the roof,’ he says. ‘I saw them together, watched them walk towards his car. At first, I didn’t think anything of it, and then when Evie didn’t come home Owen mentioned you going to his house and accusing him. Something clicked that things weren’t quite right, so I came over to talk to you.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you two were in on it, maybe together.’ I look up at Gabe from beneath half-lidded eyes, embarrassed by my jump to conclusions. 
 
    Gabe shakes his head with a small smile. ‘Owen’s a friend. He got drunk one night and told me what happened to his daughter. Violet had been gone for a few months by then, and although she’s not my daughter, we were — are — close. Her dad is my mother’s cousin, and I watched her grow up. We talked about what it was to lose someone like that, to not have closure. He understood how it feels.’ 
 
    ‘What about Stephen?’ Fear raises a hard fist in my belly, as I remember the feel of the hatchet in my hand as I swung it towards him. 
 
    Gabe looks away now, at his hands, at the floor. Anywhere except at me. Horror mounts and I press a scratched, bruised hand to my mouth, feeling the small blisters that have formed on the pads of my fingers. ‘Did I . . . did I kill him?’ I remember the thwack of the hatchet hitting his side, the roar of pain and anger that had erupted from my throat. But then there is nothing. 
 
    ‘No.’ Gabe shakes his head, but still avoids my eyes. ‘He was . . . he’s gone, Becky.’ 
 
    ‘Gone?’ 
 
    ‘Evie managed to call the police from my phone while I was knocked unconscious, but by the time they arrived he was gone. All they found in the garden was you, and a thin trail of blood that led over the edge of the garden towards the sea path. The rain didn’t help.’ 
 
    ‘He’s alive?’ 
 
    ‘They think you might have hit the outside of his thigh with the hatchet — there wasn’t enough blood even with the rain for you to have hit an artery. They’re not sure if he . . . if he ended up in the sea, that night. There’s been no sign of him, and his car was still outside the house the last I saw, although I’m sure the police will have taken it by now.’ 
 
    Exhausted, I sink back against the pillows, my stomach churning. ‘I wanted—’ Before I can finish speaking a doctor appears, and Gabe is hustled from the room. I wanted to say thank you, I think, as my eyelids flutter closed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    One week later, I am watching the estate agent hammer the For Sale sign into the front garden of my mother’s house, when tyres on gravel announce the arrival of a visitor. I pause, shielding my eyes against the sun as Megan’s Mini comes around the corner and pulls up. Evie sits in the passenger seat and both wear sunglasses, hiding their eyes. I don’t move, not sure how to respond to their arrival. 
 
    ‘Becky.’ Megan gets out of the car. For a moment I think she’ll hug me, but she doesn’t, instead she walks towards the For Sale sign, running one finger along the post. ‘You’re really doing it then?’ 
 
    ‘I was always going to,’ I say, fingering the thin cotton scarf around my neck, hiding the bruises left by Stephen’s hands. ‘There’s nothing for me here, Megan. Hopefully it’ll sell quickly, as long as the hordes don’t come back.’ The village had been besieged by journalists for the first few days following Violet’s discovery, but they soon found that islanders don’t take kindly to strangers. 
 
    ‘You were right.’ Megan nods towards the Goodman house. ‘Not about Owen, but you were right to keep digging about Violet. I should have listened to you.’ She doesn’t apologise though. 
 
    ‘It doesn’t change anything between us, does it?’ I ask, a lump forming in my throat. 
 
    Megan shakes her head. ‘No,’ she says. ‘I have to think about Evie, and how all of this has affected her. Finding out about Stephen — that a man who taught her, who she looked up to, could do something this horrific — on top of discovering the truth about Mickey and what happened to Marcus . . . it’s a lot for her to process.’ 
 
    I glance towards the car, where Evie sits in the passenger seat with her feet on the dashboard. She is staring at her phone and doesn’t meet my eyes. I feel a pang, a sharp twinge of loss, for what might have been, and I swallow it down, turning my attention back to Megan. 
 
    ‘Have you spoken to Violet?’ she asks. She shifts to look down at the house below, at the tattered police tape that still hangs from the door. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I spoke to her while she was in the hospital, but not since she’s come out. She’s back at home with Ivy; I’m giving them some space.’ I look towards the car, to Evie. ‘What about Evie? Is she OK?’ 
 
    ‘She will be.’ Megan glances behind her, her face softening. ‘She was lucky you got to her so quickly.’ She pauses. ‘Is it true that you hit him with a hatchet?’ 
 
    I nod, my stomach rolling as it does every time I think about it. ‘I couldn’t let him go back into that house, not while Violet and Evie were in there.’ I don’t mention the fact that I didn’t do a good enough job; that he still walked away. 
 
    Megan nods, scuffing the gravel with her toe. ‘So, what will you do now?’ 
 
    ‘Go back to London,’ I say, as Gabe appears in the doorway with a box in his hands. He gives me a small smile, and then goes to the van, stacking the box next to all the others he’s packed so patiently for me this morning. ‘I have a book to write.’ I glance towards Gabe, as he strides back into the house, wiping his hands on his jeans. 
 
    After I left the hospital, I had walked over to the west side of the island to the traveller site, intending to give my thanks to Gabe before I left. I was surprised to find him at the barn, the doors thrown open. 
 
    ‘I’ve never seen the barn open,’ I say, stepping forward, forgetting that Gabe didn’t ever know I’d spied on him. 
 
    Gabe gives me a curious glance and then steps aside, welcoming me. ‘I kept it locked,’ he says, a flush creeping up his cheeks as I walk inside, taking in the interior. Battered ropes form a crude rectangle on the dirt floor, a punch bag hanging from a beam at the back. Empty liquor bottles are piled into a large metal bucket, the faint tang of booze and old blood on the air. Despite the open doors the barn is still gloomy, and Gabe switches on a bare bulb overhead. 
 
    ‘I thought you were keeping Violet in here,’ I say, hating myself for ever thinking it. 
 
    Gabe has the grace to look sheepish. ‘Bare knuckle fighting,’ he says, finally raising his eyes to mine. ‘Not strictly legal, and not something I want to carry on, but I needed the money.’ 
 
    Realisation dawns and I turn to him. ‘Those cuts and scratches . . . they were from fighting? I thought . . .’ I shake my head, wandering around the makeshift ring, hoping that the dark spots on the floor aren’t blood. ‘This is why you wanted me to stay away from the site?’ 
 
    Gabe shrugs. ‘That, and I knew that some of the others didn’t want you around. I know you were trying to help Ivy, but some of the people living here . . . they didn’t think Violet was any of your business.’ He glances at me. ‘I was just trying to protect you.’ 
 
    ‘So, if you’re not fighting anymore, what will you do?’ 
 
    Gabe runs a hand through his hair, and I get a glimpse of the man I met outside the village store that first morning back, a day that feels like a lifetime ago. ‘Ivy doesn’t need me anymore now that Violet is back . . .’ he pauses. ‘I was thinking I might head over to the mainland. London, maybe?’ 
 
    My heart skipped a beat when he said that, apprehension igniting at the thought of someone from the island in the space I’ve made for myself on the mainland, but when he had offered to help pack up the house and travel back to England with me, I hadn’t said no. Now, I give him a small smile as he passes, grateful for his friendship. 
 
    ‘I wanted to wish you luck,’ Megan says, but her right eye gives a tiny twitch, and I recognise it as the tell that lets me know she’s not being honest. I think it’s more accurate to say she came by to make sure I was really going. 
 
    ‘And to you,’ I say, looking down at the tiny bump of her stomach. She hasn’t told me she’s pregnant, but the signs are obvious and at least this time there are no lies surrounding it. ‘I’m sorry, Megan. I really am. For everything.’ 
 
    Two hours later, I stand at the railing of the ferry, the wind lifting my hair, the scent of brine filling my nose. Standing at the edge of the deck, I lean against the rails, looking back at the island as the ferry bumps away from the harbour, diesel fumes spouting into the air. Sarah steps out of the store, pulling the awning in as she shuts up shop for the evening, and further along the outside space of the pub is already jostling with bodies. The sun bounces off the waves, and I close my eyes, breathing in the smell of the place I used to call home. I wonder if Stephen is still there, somewhere, hiding out, or whether he managed to get off and escape to the mainland. Somehow, the idea of him sinking to the sandy bottom of the ocean, a pinkish trail of blood leaking from his thigh, as tiny fish gather around him is easier to think about. 
 
    ‘You OK?’ Opening my eyes to see Gabe standing beside me, I give him a cautious smile. 
 
    ‘I think so,’ I say, taking one last look at the two houses perched on the sea path. There is no sign of the horrors that the Goodman house held, and no sign that the house that sits above it once housed a young girl who made the biggest mistake of her life. 
 
    ‘Will you miss it?’ Gabe gives me a sideways glance, watching the emotion flicker across my face. 
 
    ‘No,’ I say eventually, ‘I don’t think I will.’ I gaze back at the harbour, the crowd of boats moored there, the cars zipping along to get to the more commercial side of the village, and there, on the jetty, stands a lone figure who lifts one hand in a single wave. I’m not sure, but it looks like Megan. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Extract from the prologue of CAPTIVE: The Rescue of Violet Monroe by Rebecca Gannon 
 
      
 
    Although I will begin this story telling you, the reader, about the man responsible for this crime, rest assured this is not a story about him. This story is all about Violet Monroe, and the women who came before her. I was charmed by Stephen Morris from the moment I laid eyes on him, on a hot summer’s evening. My mother had recently passed away, and I was feeling vulnerable and exposed, following my return to the island I called home as a child. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Stephen had me under his spell, although now that I look back, I can see that what I took as love and attention at the time, can now easily be seen for what it really was — control and manipulation. The way he would order my food at a restaurant without asking what I wanted, the way every time I questioned him on something he didn’t want to talk about, he would kiss me, and lead me upstairs distracting me in the easiest possible way. Looking back, I feel like a fool, at the way he captivated me so completely, and so early on. But as others who knew him at the time would go on tell me, I wasn’t the only one drawn in by his wit and charm. 
 
    Comparisons have been made in the media with Ted Bundy, and indeed the notorious serial killer is someone Stephen Morris is fascinated with. He kept a copy of Ann Rule’s well-known book by his bedside, although I just assumed it was bedtime reading, not research. 
 
    Stephen was a compulsive liar, although this was something that I only found out towards the end of our relationship. This trait, combined with the ability to charm the birds from the trees, and manipulate people into believing what he wanted them to, are classic signs of a psychopath. On the surface, Stephen Morris was charming, honest, a pillar of the community, not to mention the perfect boyfriend at a time when I didn’t feel deserving of someone like him. 
 
    The story that follows is one of masterful manipulation, deceit, and my own inability to let things go, coupled with my desire to put right wrongs that I did years before. It starts on a stormy summer evening on the island of Kirton, a small island just off the south coast of England. Violet Monroe had attended the island’s annual festival and had made plans to walk into the village that evening to meet someone she told her sister, Ivy, was a friend. She lied. She was meeting a man she knew well, a man she trusted. A man in a position of authority over her. She was going to meet Stephen Morris. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
    Eighteen months later 
 
      
 
    ‘You look great.’ 
 
    I jump, almost smearing my lipstick as a familiar voice reaches my ears, and then a figure appears behind me in the mirror of the bookstore bathroom. 
 
    ‘Gabe! I didn’t know you were coming!’ Dropping the lipstick into the sink, I turn and hug him, my nerves dropping away for a moment. 
 
    ‘How could I miss it? Even if I was up in Liverpool.’ 
 
    ‘Liverpool? What’s in Liverpool?’ I eye him closely, a grin twitching at the corners of my mouth. ‘A woman? Don’t tell me you’re going to settle down.’ 
 
    ‘Never.’ Gabe laughs as I turn back to the mirror, pressing my lips together and smoothing down my hair for the hundredth time since I left the house. ‘You look perfect — everyone is waiting for you, you know.’ 
 
    Snow piles up on the outside sill of the bathroom window as I take a deep breath, nerves making my palms damp as I run them over the soft fabric of my trouser suit. ‘Ready.’ 
 
    This is the last place I ever thought I would find myself, but things exploded on my return to London. My editor asked me to make the book purely about Violet’s rescue, promising me another deal for the original book idea, with an advance that made my eyes water. After journalists kept camping out on the doorstep hoping to talk to me, and once my mother’s house sold, I bought a flat on the opposite side of London, hoping they wouldn’t track me down. I had job offers from various newspapers, but I turned them all down, wanting to put my heart and soul into telling Violet’s story properly. Gabe had stayed in London for a few weeks, before he got itchy feet, travelling the length of the country and sending me photos via text of the obscure places he ended up. Now, as Gabe leads me to the staircase, a spiral affair that leads from the basement to the ground floor of the independent bookshop in central London, I feel a jolt of apprehension. I’ve spent the majority of the last eighteen months living inside my own head, with just Violet for company. Stephen has never been found, although sightings have been called in from all over the world — he’s apparently been seen in Gibraltar, Greece, Mumbai and even a tiny village in Poland. 
 
    ‘Don’t be nervous,’ Gabe whispers, giving my shoulder a quick squeeze. ‘You’ll smash it.’ 
 
    I smile at the bookshop owner, Greg, as I step forward, the chatter in the air quietening as people notice I have arrived, before turning back to look at Gabe, standing in the shadows behind me, realising I am glad he is here. 
 
    ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Greg’s voice rings out without the need for a microphone. ‘Thank you for coming out in this filthy weather this evening, to celebrate the launch of what The Times have referred to as the non-fiction book of the year.’ 
 
    There is a murmuring cheer from the crowd, and I feel my cheeks flush, warm and pink. 
 
    ‘I know a lot of you have been waiting patiently for this book, indeed . . .’ Greg sweeps a hand towards the almost empty table, ‘you seem to have snapped most of the copies up, so without further ado, may I present to you, Rebecca Gannon, author of CAPTIVE: The Rescue of Violet Monroe.’ 
 
    There is a smattering of applause and hearty cheering as I step forward with a gracious smile. 
 
    ‘Thank you so much for coming,’ I say, the nerves suddenly disappearing. ‘As many of you know, Violet Monroe’s story is one of dark tragedy. She was abducted and held by someone she knew, someone she thought she could trust. But Violet lived, and she has managed to make a new life for herself. This is the story of Violet’s rescue. This,’ I hold up my own hardback copy of the book, the black and white photograph of Violet from the newspaper articles dominating the front cover. ‘This is Violet’s story.’ 
 
    I read an extract, and after more applause, I move to the chair behind the signing table, swallowing down the lump in my throat that I feel whenever I think of Violet. I haven’t had a lot of contact with her — Ivy wanted to at first, but Violet found it too difficult — but Ryan calls every now and again to let me know she is OK. I was concerned that she wouldn’t be happy about the book, but she gave me her blessing, and even allowed Ivy to provide photographs of her childhood. Running my fingers over her face on the cover, I pick up a Sharpie ready to start signing, part of me still unable to believe this is happening. 
 
    I sign my name over and over, the names and faces of the readers a blur, until a familiar name gives me reason to pause, and I look up, not sure I heard right. 
 
    ‘Gloria! Oh my God, Gloria.’ I get up, shoving my chair back and coming round to embrace her. She feels tiny in my arms, and she is bundled up in a thick coat and scarf, her face made up immaculately, with not a hair out of place. I breathe her in as she laughs against my shoulder, and she smells like the sea and hot butter. She smells like home. 
 
    ‘What are you doing here?’ I can’t believe she’s really here, in London. 
 
    ‘It’s all you ever dreamed about,’ Gloria says with a grin. ‘Writing. I couldn’t not be here, could I?’ 
 
    ‘What about Megan?’ I peer past Gloria into the sea of faces behind her. ‘Is she . . . ?’ 
 
    Gloria shakes her head. ‘She’s at home, with the baby. A girl. She’s called her Ruby Alice Brazil. Alice for your mother.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ The lump in my throat is back and I blink rapidly, not wanting tears to form as my eyes sting. ‘Please tell her congratulations for me, won’t you?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell her. Evie is coming here next year. To London.’ Gloria says, almost bursting with pride. ‘She smashed her GCSES, she’s doing A-levels now. She wants to do a journalism degree.’ 
 
    ‘That’s fantastic news,’ I say, but I don’t ask if I can see her, even though I would love to. Megan made her feelings perfectly clear. All I can do is hope that Evie reaches out to me herself. 
 
    ‘Gloria, there’s a huge queue behind you.’ Gabe appears and gently takes her by the elbow. ‘Let me take you over there, and I’ll get you a glass of wine. Once Rebecca has signed her books, she can sit with you, have a proper catch-up.’ 
 
    I smile gratefully and watch as they walk to the other side of the store, my pen already in my hand. I sign book after book, smiling, chatting, and resisting any questions about where Violet is now. 
 
    ‘What’s your name?’ The queue is dying down now, although there are still plenty of people milling about, drinking Greg’s free wine, and browsing the shelves. 
 
    ‘Leanne.’ The girl in front of me is softly spoken, and as I glance up to look at her, I freeze. She is the spitting image of Violet. The same slight build, the same wide smile. ‘But the book isn’t for me.’ She glances behind her, then leans down and whispers. ‘It’s for my boyfriend. Can you sign it to Stef?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ I force a smile on to my face, scrawling my name more haphazardly than usual, the pen sliding between my fingers. 
 
    ‘Thanks, you’re amazing. He’s been dying to read this.’ Leanne scoops her book up under her arm and weaves her way to the back of the room, towards her boyfriend. As she reaches him, he steps out of the shadows, stopping my heart dead in my chest. He wears a beanie pulled low over his hair, and a scarf wrapped high around his neck, obscuring part of his face, but I know it’s him. I’d know him anywhere. My chair tilts, crashing to the tiled floor as I get to my feet, a shout frozen in my throat, as raising his hand in some semblance of a wave, Stephen Morris wraps his arm around his new girlfriend and steps out into the darkness of the snowy January night. 
 
    THE END 
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