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Now You See Her




For my husband, John.

For believing in me.



And for Bethany and Joseph.

I believe in you.
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Evergreen Island

9 September 1993




We left in a storm. The sea was rising in sharp clumps of angry waves, rain hitting my feet like bullets. Dad must have known we shouldn’t be making the crossing to the mainland, yet he stood on the boat, one hand frantically flapping for one of us to reach out and take it. The hood of his red mac had whipped off his head, the rain plastering his hair to his scalp. He yelled over the wind for us to get in, but we wouldn’t move from the end of the jetty.

The boat rocked violently as it tugged at the rope that kept it tethered to the dock, and I noticed Dad’s other hand gripping tighter to the steel railing of the steps. ‘Get in, Stella,’ he shouted.

Thunder cracked overhead and the sky lit up with magnificent streaks of light. Behind me our house flashed bright between the silhouettes of our tall pines, making it look like something from a horror film. I pushed my hands deeper inside my raincoat, clutching Grey Bear harder to my chest. I didn’t want to leave the only home I had ever known, but I had never seen my dad so determined. His jaw was set, his teeth bared. It wasn’t like him to be so persistent, so unrelenting, and I found myself shrinking further back.

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ Bonnie screamed from beside me. ‘We’ll all die if we do.’ My sister held her hood tightly against her head but I could just make out the paleness of her face in the moonlight. Bonnie had yearned to leave the island for years, but this wasn’t the way she wanted to go.

‘We will not die and we need to go,’ Dad yelled back. He turned to me and added more softly, ‘I promise you. It’s fine. We’ll be safe.’ Dad owned the small ferry that he was demanding we board, and he’d run the thirty-minute crossing between Evergreen and Poole Harbour every day for the last sixteen years. If anyone could take us to the mainland safely, it was him, but we’d never dared attempting a crossing in weather like this before. Mum wouldn’t usually let us out of the house when it was this bad.

‘Why can’t we wait till morning?’ Bonnie was begging.

I stared at the water, its white foam bubbling and spitting in rage. ‘Because—’ Dad shouted. ‘God, will you both just get in?’ He flapped his hand again, his gaze drifting over my shoulder to where Mum was coming down the jetty. Her head was low, arms tucked inside a plastic poncho as she trailed a suitcase behind her.

‘Where’s Danny?’ Dad yelled as another flash of lightning lit up the sky, making both Bonnie and me jump. I counted, too quickly, only reaching two before thunder roared overhead. The storm was creeping closer.

My brother trailed behind Mum, shrouded in a shapeless black coat that hung over his bulky body, reaching the ground.

Bonnie started shouting again, gesturing at the sea as it rose and dipped, higher and lower than I’d ever seen it go. Another loud crack filled the air and I yelped as a branch from one of the pines fell to the ground beside me. I jumped out of its way as the wind carelessly tossed it along the jetty.

For a brief moment, Dad stopped yelling and stared at the branch. My tears were already bleeding into the rainwater that soaked my face, but my heart twisted every time I thought of leaving my beloved island. All I wished was for Dad to realise that whatever we were doing, it wasn’t worth it.

‘I do think we should wait, David.’ Mum’s voice was high-pitched, her eyes wide as she looked from him to the water. ‘It wouldn’t hurt to stay another night. We could leave first thing …’

We held a collective breath as Dad took his eyes off the broken tree and glared back at her. ‘No, Maria. We go now.’

‘I don’t understand,’ I said. Dad was the easy-going parent. The one who allowed another half-hour of play or a chocolate digestive even if we’d just brushed our teeth.

‘Mum?’ I cried, turning to face her. Why wasn’t she doing more to stop him? Mum understood more than anyone how much this island was a part of me, that I wouldn’t be able to survive without it. She loved Evergreen as much as I did.

She stared back at me, the fear I’d seen only moments ago replaced by a blankness. ‘Mum—’ My voice trembled as I waited for her to demand we go back to the house, but instead she placed a hand on my back and started moving me towards the steps of the boat. I hesitated but she pushed harder until I had no choice but to get on, ignoring Dad’s outstretched hand as I scurried to one of the few benches that sat undercover.

Danny silently followed, sitting behind me, turning to stare out of the window. He wouldn’t look at any of us, though there was nothing unusual in that.

‘I don’t want to go.’ I searched each of their faces in turn. Only Bonnie looked at me as she settled beside me. Her leg shook against mine and I couldn’t remember a time when we had been so close.

Removing my hood, I looked back at the island through the scratched glass of the boat where the rain still lashed against it. I could have drawn a line right through my heart where it was splitting in two.

Tears continued to trickle down my cheeks as the wind rocked the boat heavily to one side, making Bonnie yelp. I reached out my hands to steady myself, letting go of Grey Bear. Maybe Bonnie was right and we wouldn’t make it to the mainland, but for some reason Dad was determined to try. Maybe I no longer particularly cared if the sea swallowed me up.

At eleven, I wasn’t prepared to accept our parents’ hurried reasons for leaving the island. I couldn’t believe that this was for good and I couldn’t understand one bit why they were dragging us away in the middle of a storm. ‘Will we come back?’ I whispered to my sister.

Bonnie’s hand shook as it reached for mine under my mac. ‘No,’ she said, ‘I don’t think we ever will.’




PRESENT

Chapter One

My clients sit on the sofa opposite me. Her arms are crossed tightly in front of her chest; he is leaning forward, his hands clasped between his widely stretched legs. I could easily fit in the gap between this couple, and in each of their sessions they are moving further apart.

Her jaw is so tense I can almost see it pulsing as she stares at me. I’m surprised she hasn’t cried today – she has in every other session. Her husband keeps glancing over at her, but she won’t look at him. Each time he does, his eyebrows twitch as if he’s either wondering where it all went so wrong or what he should do about it.

‘I don’t know what more to say,’ he mumbles, and she laughs and shakes her head, mouthing something so quietly I can’t work out what it is. ‘I’m sorry,’ he continues.

‘God!’ she cries and looks up to the ceiling. Her determination is so resolute I can see her willing the tears not to fall.

I hate this time of the session, but already the minute hand has ticked past six. Tanya will be waiting for me to leave so she can close up behind me. Looking after reception means she is always the last one out of the door.

‘I’m afraid—’ I start, but my client interrupts me as she pulls herself off the couch and grabs the cardigan that hangs limply on the arm.

‘I know,’ she says. ‘Our time is up.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I say. I would take them both to the pub and let them carry on talking if it wasn’t so unprofessional. ‘Before you go, is there anything else you want to mention?’

‘I think he’s said enough today, don’t you?’

Her husband chews on the corner of his lip but doesn’t look up as he stands and reaches for his jacket.

‘Do you ever wish you’d never asked a question in the first place?’ she says quietly as she follows me to the door.

‘Do you?’ I ask her.

She moves her head, but it is so slight I can’t tell if it is a nod. ‘I can’t not know it now, can I?’

I shake my head. No, she has to face the fact her husband once slept with someone else. I consider telling her to come and see me on her own but already she is talking to Tanya, fixing a date for them both the following week.

When they’ve left, I lock up my room and wander over to the desk where Tanya is pushing her thick glasses higher up her nose and tapping furiously on her keyboard. She doesn’t look up until I’m almost on top of her. ‘I’m off then,’ I say. ‘Sorry I was a little late.’

The phone rings and she checks the line before answering, ‘Stella Harvey’s office.’ I still feel a tingle of pleasure every time I hear her say those words. As she explains the pricing structure of my family counselling sessions I consider, not for the first time, how much money I could save if I didn’t have to pay a share of Tanya’s salary. I’d had little choice, though, when I’d rented the room with the others in the building. Next to me is a physiotherapist and further down the corridor a chiropodist and a reiki healer, but none of us work full-time and I don’t believe we really need a receptionist.

Tanya hangs up and turns back to her keyboard to close down the computer. ‘Prospective clients,’ she tells me. ‘A young couple having problems with their daughter. They’re going to call back next week.’

‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘Are you up to anything nice this weekend?’

‘Mike and I are visiting his parents. What about you?’

‘I’m having lunch at my sister’s tomorrow,’ I tell her.

‘And how is Bonnie?’ Tanya raises her eyebrows.

I laugh. ‘She’s fine. Her husband’s away this weekend,’ I say, though I’m not sure why I mentioned it. I don’t even know whether this means Bonnie will be happier or more pissed off.

Tanya nods, her lips pursed, and I imagine her thinking back to the one and only time she met my sister. I know she wasn’t impressed, but I stopped bothering to defend Bonnie long ago. At some point I got past caring what anyone else thought or feeling the need to explain that, with so little family left, I can’t be blamed for wanting to cling to her.

Besides, no one has ever been able to understand our relationship. Not even I could explain all the intricacies that tie us together. In most ways we are polar opposites. But I’d made an unspoken promise eighteen years ago, soon after Danny left, that I would always be there for my sister. That was when I began to wonder if it wasn’t all Bonnie’s fault she was the way she was.

Mum used to whisper to me at night sometimes. When she thought I was sleeping she’d creep into my room, pulling the duvet back over me where I’d kicked it off. I’d liked her kneeling on the floor beside me, her warm breath on my face, the smell of Chanel washing over me, lingering long after she’d left the room.

‘My everything, Stella,’ she would whisper as she gently stroked my hair. ‘You’re all the babies I ever need.’

Maybe that left no room for Bonnie.



Tanya and I leave the office together. She turns left as I cross over towards the park, a cut-through on my twenty-minute walk home, past the cathedral and to my flat that sits just on the outskirts of Winchester.

I like the walk, even in January when the only light is from the street lamps and the cold air bites at my skin. It gives me a chance to mull over my client list for the following week and, as I always do on a Friday, vow to invest more time in building up my business.

Making a decision to set up on my own as a family counsellor hadn’t been done on a whim. I was never one of those children who’d decided early on what job they would do. Even after A levels, I still had no idea and it took twelve unhappy years in recruitment and a satisfying redundancy package for me to make the break.

Four years ago I’d signed up for the training and obligatory counselling I had to undertake myself before I could counsel others. My supervisor had underlined the importance of the latter early on. Carrying childhood scars or unresolved issues from previous relationships could make my advice biased.

I’d tried declining the opportunity but it was clear this wasn’t something I could get out of, and I knew if I pushed much harder I would raise suspicion about my own family dynamics. But I had filed away most parts of my life into neat little boxes and hidden them deep. We were very good at that as a family. I had learned from the best, even if it did go against everything I expected from my clients.

‘So why are you interested in family counselling?’ was the first question I’d been asked in my introductory session.

I told the counsellor how lucky I’d been growing up. That I’d had very loving parents and my upbringing on the island of Evergreen had been idyllic. I said I was interested in familial relationships and always thought I’d had an ability to listen and help. I told her the truth up to a point. The point where we left the island. Or maybe just before that.

My counsellor had been eager to know more about Evergreen, as most people are. ‘And only one hundred people lived there?’ she’d asked me, stunned.

I nodded. ‘Just over. I knew all of them and they all knew me.’

I told her how wonderful it was as she gaped back at me. ‘I honestly loved it,’ I laughed. I knew some people thought it was claustrophobic, but there was nowhere else on earth I had wanted to be.

‘And you didn’t find it too remote?’ Another popular question, because even though the ferry only took thirty minutes, you couldn’t see Evergreen from the Dorset coast.

‘I didn’t,’ I told her. My sister, however, had hated the fact that in the winter months my dad’s ferry only ran once a day. But then my sister had hated all the things that had made me love it.

‘You say you were eleven when you left,’ she went on. ‘How old were your siblings?’

‘I was the baby of the family. Danny was fifteen,’ I told her, ‘and Bonnie was seventeen.’

She nodded, though I didn’t know what she had gleaned from that, and all the time I carried on smiling, careful not to let cracks show. I knew she would soon be prying deeper into the end of our last summer on the island and the years after we’d left. She would want to know what triggered my family to break down, and I wouldn’t be able to tell her. Every one of us had secrets we’d held too close and because we’d never spoken about them, they’d torn us apart in the end.

I wanted to help other families talk because that’s where we went wrong, only I wasn’t going to tell her that. Instead I breezed through what happened after we left, highlighting only the bare facts.

Now I try to banish the memories of the sessions I’d endured, as a drop of rain splats on my head. Soon I need to dive under cover of the nearest shop before I’m drenched. I must have left my umbrella at work, I realise, as I meander towards the wine shelves of a convenience store, choosing a seven-pound bottle of Sauvignon Blanc while waiting for the worst of the rain to pass.

Back at my flat I pour a glass and sit by the window in the kitchen watching the rain that is now steadily drumming against the pane. Despite having little to do this weekend and regardless of the fact I don’t work a usual five-day week, I still get that Friday feeling and have fallen into a comfortable routine: once I have finished this glass I’ll make a curry, then have another drink with Marco in his flat above mine while ignoring his pleas to join him clubbing.

As it is, I don’t get back to my own flat until just before ten, but I’m not ready to go to bed just yet. Instead I snuggle down on the sofa with a blanket, flick on the TV, then grab a magazine from the coffee table and idly thumb through it.

The news comes on and I glance up. A reporter is standing outside a house, holding a large umbrella while the wind whips her ponytail from side to side. My eyes drift to the ticker tape along the bottom of the TV screen and then back again to her. I don’t recognise any of the details behind her at first and am about to turn back to the magazine when something catches my eye.

They’ve caught it at a funny angle, but there’s a distinctive window in the top corner of the picture, circular with obscured glass. I inch forward on the sofa and grab the remote again, turning up the volume so I can hear what the reporter is saying over the hammering that’s beginning to beat in my ears.

It’s funny I didn’t recognise it immediately when every detail is etched on the inside of my eyelids. When all I need to do is call up my memory and I can paint a picture of a thousand pixels in intricate detail. But then it doesn’t look the same. Not entirely.

The windowsills have been painted a deep teal and now the camera is panning out so I can see more of the house. There are colonial-style white fascia boards and a conservatory at the front. It doesn’t look like my home any longer. Yet unmistakably it is. The white picket fence that runs along the left-hand side is still there. Dad had put that up one summer to separate our garden from the path that runs alongside it. On the right, tall pines still drape the length of the garden.

I feel my pulse racing quicker and I try to ignore it to focus on the reporter’s words. ‘Clearly the whole island is in shock,’ she says.

I look back at the ticker tape reeling its breaking news; the words ‘… Island last night’ roll out of sight to the left and a new headline about Syria follows.

‘And the police aren’t able to release any more details as yet?’ This comes from a woman in the studio, but the screen is still filled with the view of my house and garden, panning out further still and exposing a white police tent that is flanked by officers. It has been erected on the right at the rear of the property, tucked neatly in between the house and the trees that separate the garden from the woods beyond.

‘Not yet, but the forensics teams have been working here all day,’ the reporter says.

I look back at the tape. ‘Body found on Evergreen Island last night,’ it now reads in full. I scrunch my hands up tightly, willing the blood to rush through them and stop the numbness from spreading up my arms.

A body has been found on the island. And even though no one has said it outright, it’s clear it’s been buried in the garden of my old house.




Chapter Two

I watch with morbid curiosity as the news filters through in sharp pieces: the current owners were building an extension to the side of the house; excavations ran deeper and wider than expected; last night one of the builders noticed a bone that turned out to be a hand and in turn there was the rest of a body.

The reporter tells us it was a shocking discovery for both the builder and the owners. Around the back of the white tent, she points to the exact spot the body was found. My eyes are wide as I take in every detail, my hands clawing the fabric of my jumper. To anyone who doesn’t know the island it looks like it’s right in our old back garden, but to me, an islander, I can now see it’s actually just outside, at the point where the garden merges into the woods.

But the thing with Evergreen is that most of the houses don’t have fences separating private land from that around it. Where we lived, in the Quay House that sits just back from the jetty, we only did on one side – the white picket fence – because it was the only one completely exposed to the public paths. Every other side was lined with trees, but it means the boundaries were blurred. And it means you’d be forgiven for thinking the body was dug up from the garden and it’s already clear this is the way they’re spinning it.

I cannot tear my gaze away from the TV because this, I realise, is the first time I’ve seen my house since that night. The night we left.

With my eyes glued to the screen, I reach for my mobile. My fingers tremble as I press Bonnie’s number and lift the phone to my ear. She answers just as it’s about to go to voicemail. ‘Yes?’

‘Have you seen the news?’

‘No. I’m getting ready to go to bed. Luke’s not well and—’

‘Turn it on,’ I interrupt. ‘BBC.’

‘Okay, okay, give me a minute,’ Bonnie huffs. I imagine her strolling into the kitchen and flicking on the small flat-screen that sits on the wall above the counter. ‘Christ,’ she says suddenly. ‘Is that our old house?’

‘They found a body,’ I tell her. ‘Right outside our garden.’

Bonnie is silent for a moment. ‘It might as well be in it,’ she says eventually.

‘I know. But you can tell it’s not. Look at it, it’s just on the edge of the woods.’

‘Bloody hell. Who is it?’

‘They haven’t said. There’s barely any details.’

I hear Bonnie suck in air through the gap between her front teeth.

‘They haven’t even confirmed if it’s male or female. Surely they can tell. They say forensics are all over it.’

‘Well, someone on that island knows who it is,’ she says. ‘Oh my God,’ she adds with a short laugh. ‘Can you imagine them all? They’ll be like vultures.’

‘It must be awful for them, Bonnie.’

‘I know, but seriously. You couldn’t do a thing on that place without everyone else knowing. I got my period and the boys found out within twenty-four hours.’

She was right. I hadn’t been able to dangle a foot over the cliff edge without Mum finding out before I got home. Danny couldn’t fall out of the tree he’d been hiding in without it being whispered around the island within hours, but then there’d always been an interest where Danny was concerned.

‘One of them must have done it,’ she says suddenly. The thought sounds like it interests her, like this isn’t real but simply a drama we’re watching.

‘We don’t know that.’

‘Oh, come on. Who else would bury a body on that island?’

Again she’s right, but I don’t want to think about it. ‘Do you think we know who it is?’ I say. ‘The body, I mean.’

‘Probably not. It’s been so many years since we left.’

I nod but don’t answer.

‘Or,’ she goes on, making the word sound dramatic, ‘it could have been there all the time we were living in the house. We could have been walking right on top of it and we’d never have known. No one believed me there was something off about that place.’

‘There was nothing off about it.’

‘They’re probably digging up a whole load of bodies right now.’

‘Bonnie!’

‘Oh, lighten up, Stella. We haven’t lived there for twenty-five years.’

‘I know, but …’ I murmur without finishing my sentence and sit in silence until Bonnie finally speaks.

‘I like what they’ve done with the house.’

I stiffen at her words. ‘What do you mean?’

‘They painted it, it looks good.’

‘Have they?’ I reply. ‘I hadn’t noticed.’ She must know I’m lying. How could I miss the deep teal paint that makes it look so modern, so unlike ours?

Bonnie lets out a snort before asking, ‘Are you going to call Dad?’

‘I guess.’ I know I should but I don’t relish the thought, not least because I don’t speak about the island with Dad any more.

‘Have you spoken to him lately?’ she says.

‘No.’ The familiar surge of guilt washes over me. ‘I need to go and see him. Maybe I’ll do that instead.’

‘When the witch isn’t there.’

‘Olivia seems to be working a lot at the moment. There’s a good chance she won’t be there if I go during the week. Would you come with me?’ I ask, hoping, but already knowing what the answer will be.

‘No,’ Bonnie replies bluntly.

I sigh. ‘I’ll call him in the morning,’ I say. A familiar tightness has already wrapped itself around me. It always feels like it’s compressing my lungs, forcing me to breathe harder. I want to speak to him but it’s not the same any more. It feels like he’s altogether a different dad than the one I had on Evergreen, but there are times when I temporarily get him back again and I never know which is harder.

‘It makes you think, doesn’t it?’ Bonnie says, bringing me back to the moment.

‘What?’

‘Whether we know whoever did it.’



After I hang up I carry on watching the news, flicking between channels, chasing the story, but there are no new reports and at some point I fall asleep on the sofa. I dream of the island again, as I have been doing lately. I am chasing my friends through the woods. They are laughing and I am too, but then they disappear and now someone is chasing me. When I wake my heart is fluttering and my neck is caught in a crooked position on the cushions.

I’d stopped dreaming about Evergreen a few years after we’d left but had started again straight after those sessions I’d endured during my training as a counsellor. Now I don’t know how to make them go away. Each time I wake from a dream, I hear my counsellor’s voice. See, this is why it’s important to flush out the demons.

But there were never any demons on Evergreen. In my eleven years there I could stack my happy memories on top of each other and they would reach the sky. In one session, I’d skimmed over my parents’ divorce by stating categorically that none of their problems started until much later. Until after we had left the island and moved to Winchester. When my dad had lost his soul to an air-conditioned office with blacked-out windows in the city – that was when they were no longer happy. I told her that a few times, though I wasn’t sure I believed it myself, but I wasn’t prepared to open the lid on that box.

It is not even three a.m., and I should be going back to sleep, but I glance at my iPad. There have been times in recent years when I’ve wanted to look up my house online. After my first counselling session, when we had dissected Evergreen in more detail than I’d been prepared for, I’d returned to my flat and opened up Rightmove, tapping the Quay House address into the search bar but deleting it before I hit Enter. I hadn’t been ready to see how it might have changed.

I had previously managed to look up some of the islanders, though. Many times I’d searched for my once best friend, Jill, but I’d never been able to find her. Even some other names I’d tried like Tess Carlton and Annie Webb – the woman we called Aunt, though she was no relation. I hadn’t been so surprised to find she wasn’t on Facebook – by now Annie must be in her eighties.

But my dreams have left a bitter taste in my mouth and instead of scouring the web I find myself reaching for my childhood scrapbook that hides in the magazine basket beside the sofa. Always this is a comfort, a reminder of blissful times, and I can already feel my pulse slowing.

It falls open at the place I last looked, where a feather is stuck with brown, now-faded Sellotape which is curling at the ends. I press it down, but as soon as I release my finger it springs back up. One day I must go through the book and carefully mend pages and stick pieces in again before the whole thing falls apart irretrievably.

I know every page by heart, so much so that I don’t know if it brings back actual memories of the island or if the photos and memorabilia have taken over because I’ve looked at them so many times. I turn over a page and catch a photo before it flutters out.

It’s one Mum had taken of my friend Jill and me that last summer. We were sitting on the sand, our heads so close that tendrils of our hair wound together – mine, tinged golden from the sun, and Jill’s amber curls floating in the wind. We had such different hair, yet blended together it created something beautiful.

I run my fingers over Jill’s face. If I close my eyes I can hear her laugh, but in this photo she isn’t smiling. Mum had caught us unawares and I can still hear Jill’s urgent whisper in my ear, ‘Don’t tell anyone,’ before Mum shouted out at us to ‘Say cheese for the camera!’ I wonder if Mum had noticed then that something wasn’t right.

I snap the book shut and inhale a deep breath that catches in my throat. I had kept my promise that I wouldn’t tell for the whole summer, but in the end I hadn’t been able to keep it. Maybe that had been a mistake, but it’s too late to consider that now.




Chapter Three

The following day I contemplate how lunch with Bonnie will play out since our conversations about Evergreen have always been strained. I put it down to the fact we saw our upbringing in starkly different lights. Sometimes I wonder how we could have come from the same family when our perceptions of growing up are so different.

Bonnie opens the door and stands aside, ushering me into the long hallway and out of the rain that hasn’t stopped since last night. ‘Luke’s still sick. He ended up not going away,’ she says as she brushes past and leads me to the kitchen at the back of the house.

‘Oh? What’s wrong with him?’

‘A cold.’ She sighs loudly. ‘He’s in bed. Complaining. I told him not to come out in case he’s contagious.’

‘You could have come to my house instead of keeping your husband upstairs,’ I say.

She looks taken aback at the suggestion. ‘I’d already got lunch.’

I raise my eyes at her lack of compassion as I slip my coat off and hang it on a hook by the back door.

‘What do you want to drink, tea or coffee?’

‘Tea. Thanks.’

‘I was looking forward to him getting out of my hair this weekend. He’s doing my head in.’

‘He’s always doing your head in,’ I say, thinking of my poor brother-in-law upstairs and imagining at some point he’ll appear to say hello anyway.

‘Well, he’s been more irritating than usual. He’s signed the boys up for boxing classes, can you believe it? Why the hell does he think I want them boxing?’ She stops when her oldest, Ben, comes into the room.

‘I want to do boxing, Mum,’ he says. ‘You said I could.’

‘I know I did.’ She watches her twelve-year-old for a moment and then turns away.

Ben shrugs and I open my arms to pull him in for a hug. ‘Your mum worries about you, that’s all,’ I murmur in his ear. ‘She doesn’t want you getting hurt.’

‘And it’s expensive,’ Bonnie says, ‘on top of everything else.’

I roll my eyes at Ben who grins. ‘I swear you’ve grown again,’ I tell him. ‘You’re nearly as tall as me.’

‘Yes, but you’re short, Aunt Stella.’

‘Hey,’ I laugh. ‘Five five is not short.’ He has always joked about my height, though compared to Bonnie, who’s at least four inches taller than me, I often feel tiny.

‘Mum,’ he says, ‘can you take me to Charlie’s? It’s raining.’

‘No way. That’s why we bought your bike. He’s only around the corner, and besides, I have your aunt here.’

‘I don’t mind—’ I start.

‘Uh-uh. He has transportation. And legs.’

‘Fine. See you later, Aunt Stella.’ Ben gives a wave and he’s gone.

‘He’s such a handsome boy,’ I say when the front door closes behind him. ‘They both are.’

‘I know.’ Bonnie pauses, watching the space he has left before turning to fumble in cupboards for tea bags and mugs. ‘I dread the day they bring home girlfriends.’

I pull out a chair at the table as Bonnie finishes making tea. ‘There’s no more news about the body,’ I say.

For a moment she doesn’t answer, and I wait for her to change the subject as she often does. ‘Did you call Dad?’ she says.

I shake my head. ‘Not yet. Don’t you ever want to see him, Bon?’ I ask. ‘Don’t you miss him?’

Bonnie screws up her mouth and looks away. ‘I wasn’t as close to him as you were.’

‘That’s not what I’m asking, and you were still close.’

‘Neither of them had much time for me.’ She brushes her hands flat across the work surface.

‘That’s a ridiculous thing to say. You used to tell me the opposite was true,’ I remind her, thinking back to the rare times she’d opened up.

‘That was in the early years when they were always trying to fix me,’ she says. ‘At some point they gave up. Probably when you came along,’ she adds. ‘I’m joking.’ She peers at me over the rim of her mug. ‘Anyway, they loved you the most, anyone could see that.’

‘Bonnie, that’s just not true.’

‘It is.’ She scrapes her chair back sharply. ‘And I’m long past caring. I’ll get lunch ready. It’s only soup.’

‘That sounds great,’ I say, wondering why she couldn’t have rescheduled if she hadn’t gone to much effort. ‘Where’s Harry?’ I ask.

‘He’s at a friend’s too. I swear they spend more time at other people’s houses than they do at their own these days. I never see them.’ Bonnie dips her head. It’s easy to see how much she misses her boys even if she won’t say it. ‘I guess it’s what comes from going to a normal school and living in a normal city – the opposite of what we had. I can’t imagine what they’d be like if they had to live in the kind of confinement we did.’

‘Was there really not anything you liked about Evergreen?’ I ask her.

She turns to face me. ‘Nothing. I had no life, no friends—’

‘You did,’ I say, ‘there was Iona—’

‘One.’ She turns back to the stove muttering, ‘And that was only for one summer.

‘I thought of Danny the other day,’ Bonnie goes on. A leap of conversation for her. A missed heartbeat for me. ‘I don’t know what made me start thinking of him, but it was about a week ago.’

I don’t know what to say so I wait for her to continue.

‘No, actually I’m lying,’ she says. ‘I know very well what made me think of him. I saw this weird older kid at the boys’ rugby game. He was standing on the sidelines, just staring at the others. It reminded me of the way Danny used to do that.’

I pull at the paper napkin in front of me, tearing a little corner off and rolling it between my fingers.

‘Our brother freaked everyone out. I hated him for that …’ Her words trail off as if she’s no longer talking to anyone but herself. Bonnie pours soup into two bowls and brings them over to the table, going back for a loaf of bread and a knife.

‘You didn’t hate him,’ I say quietly as she sits down.

She widens her eyes at me. ‘I did. Since the moment he was born. I swear that was when everything changed – at least, that was when Mum started taking me to those stupid Stay and Play sessions on the mainland with the woman who used to try and make me talk.’

I open my mouth to ask about the sessions but Bonnie is already going on. ‘I could never believe you didn’t hate him. I never knew what you found to talk about when you both used to sit in that treehouse. You spent hours in that thing together.’

We did, but we’d never really talked. Instead we did our own things alongside each other, like little kids do before they learn how to play. Danny would draw while I read or played with my Barbie dolls.

‘Do you remember that time he fell out the tree and I thought he was dead?’ Bonnie says. ‘He didn’t move, he just laid there.’ She hangs her arms out to the side, her tongue lolling out of her mouth. She looks comical and it’s hard not to smile. ‘He’d been secretly watching Iona and me and the branch had snapped beneath that heaving body of his and he just plopped on the ground at our feet.’

‘Vaguely.’ Was that the time she’d been screaming at Mum in the kitchen about him?

‘I wished for him not to move for a moment, and then he did, and I wanted to kill him. He was always watching us. He embarrassed me so much,’ she says. ‘No one understood that boy.’

‘No one tried,’ I murmur.

‘As far back as I can remember he was always playing on his own, wheeling those cars of his round and round in the sand. I used to ask myself why they spent so much effort trying to work me out when anyone could see it was Danny who needed help.’

‘When did those sessions stop?’ I ask her. ‘The ones Mum took you to.’

‘Stay and Play?’ Bonnie shrugs and scoops up a spoonful of soup. ‘When I was about seven. I don’t know. Whenever it was that Mum suddenly whisked me out of there one day and said she didn’t need to know any more.’

‘Any more about what?’ I ask but I know Bonnie won’t go further. She tells me she doesn’t have any more answers, but I’m not sure if it’s the truth or if she simply doesn’t want to face them.

‘He only got worse as he got older,’ she says, turning the attention back on Danny. ‘That last summer he was a nightmare. You must remember the sleep-out at the beach?’

‘Of course I do.’ I had been there too when Danny was accused of grabbing one of the girls.

‘And the way he was with Iona,’ she murmurs. ‘He made it awkward for me. I was surprised she hung around as much as she did when Danny was there.’

‘He liked her,’ I say, ‘because she was so nice to him.’

Bonnie looks away, but not before I notice the tiniest flicker of a cloud passing over her face. ‘I went to Mum’s grave the other day,’ she says. ‘Did you put those flowers there?’

I sit back in the chair. I shouldn’t be surprised by Bonnie’s change of topic but she still manages to catch me off guard. I don’t bother answering when she knows I go every week and leave flowers.

‘She would have hated what’s happened, wouldn’t she?’

I nod, and in a way I’m glad she’s not here to see it.



‘Do you want coffee?’ Bonnie asks after we’ve finished lunch.

‘Please,’ I say as I help her tidy the plates.

‘You know it’s times like this when I could murder a glass of wine,’ she says, looking at me as she waits for a reaction.

‘Bonnie, I don’t know what you want me to say to that.’

‘Oh, come on, you’re the counsellor. If you can’t come up with something no one can.’

‘I counsel families whose relationships are in trouble. Not recovering alcoholics.’

‘Isn’t it all linked?’ she asks as she watches me carefully. When I don’t answer she says, ‘It’s not like I want to get drunk. I just get bored with coffee and tea.’ She turns and glares at the kettle. ‘How’s work going, anyway?’

‘It’s good,’ I say. ‘I’m really enjoying it.’

‘Any interesting clients?’

I laugh. ‘You know I can’t tell you.’

‘Oh, come on. Don’t I get any perks for being your sister? Just a little something, you don’t need to tell me names.’

‘No!’

‘You’re boring. I’d tell you.’

‘I don’t doubt it,’ I smile.

‘So, no men you like the look of?’

‘Bonnie!’

‘Seriously, how else do you think you’re going to meet someone? And some of them are in the perfect position – unhappy in their marriages. All you need to do is give them a nudge in the right direction.’

‘Well, there aren’t any I like anyway.’

‘Maybe you’re better off single.’ She pours hot coffee into mugs and we fall into a silence before she says, ‘Do you ever think about finding Danny?’

‘Of course I do, but I wouldn’t know where to start.’

‘Do you think Mum knew where he was?’

‘I can’t imagine she didn’t,’ I say, taking a mug. I’d always blamed Mum for letting him go. Even at twenty-two, Danny hadn’t been old enough to really fend for himself and I couldn’t understand how she’d allowed it.

That had been eighteen years ago and I’d wanted to scour the country looking for him. I’d imagined us finding him curled up, shivering on a dark street corner, and we’d pile him in the car and take him home where he belonged. But all Mum had said was, ‘I lost him a long time ago.’

She was right about that. Anyone could see how Danny had withdrawn even more since we’d left the island, only no one commented on the fact he hadn’t once picked up his pencils and drawing pad. ‘Maybe she kept in touch with him but never told us for some reason,’ I go on.

‘Why would she do that?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe he asked her not to.’

‘Why would he—’

‘I don’t know,’ I snap. ‘That’s the problem, isn’t it? We’ll never know.’

Bonnie nods and I wait for her to say something about Mum, but instead she says, ‘Do you think he’s still alive?’ She offers me a biscuit, grabbing one for herself and pushing it into her mouth as she looks at me expectantly.

‘God, Bonnie. What a thing to say.’

She shrugs and continues to watch me as she chews intently. ‘I think Mum probably did know where he was,’ she says finally, her voice much quieter. ‘I can’t imagine her never looking for him.’



That evening, while the news is still spilling out the same brief headlines, I finally pick up my iPad and scour the pictures that various websites are showing, poring over them in search of familiar faces.

I have always wondered what happened to the people I grew up around and who might still be on the island. Those who were once such a part of my life that I could never have imagined one without them. I zoom in close on a picture of a crowd near the police tent, studying their faces for a hint of recognition, but the more I enlarge the photo the more granulated it becomes. Despite this I trace my finger across the people until I stop. Standing a little further back, away from the huddle, is a woman I’m sure I recognise.

I click off the picture and open another and now I can clearly see it is Jill’s mother, Ruth Taylor. She is standing alone by the café in a photo the press have captioned ‘The local village’. I study her face, its roundness, her mouth skewed as she stares at something out of the shot. She looks older, of course, her hair now completely grey.

So, they never left the island. For many reasons I’d always hoped Jill had.

I sigh as I return to the first photo and lean back. Every one of these people will have to answer questions in the next few days, and I’m sure that if the police don’t already know who the body belongs to, they soon will.

No one is able to set foot on or off the island without everyone else knowing about it. No one could have been buried under its earth without at least one of its residents knowing who it is.




Chapter Four

I used to beg Mum to take me back to Evergreen. I’d done so ever since the night we left right up to just before Danny had packed his bags and a year after Dad had gone.

‘We could still go back,’ I suggested over breakfast. ‘Dad was the one who made us leave and he’s not here now.’ Whatever level of truth there was in the reasons they gave us, it was clear it had been his decision for us to get on that ferry.

‘I don’t think so, Stella,’ Mum said.

‘I don’t understand why not. We were happy, we—’

‘The time isn’t right,’ she cut me off, eyes jerking towards Danny who was spooning Cornflakes into his mouth.

‘Danny was happy there,’ I persisted, annoyed she still wouldn’t consider it. ‘Weren’t you, Dan?’

My brother looked up but didn’t answer as he pushed his chair away, carried his bowl to the sink, and hurriedly left the kitchen. Mum had to see how miserable living in the city was making him.

‘You know he’d be happier,’ I told her. ‘At least say you’ll think about it.’

She muttered she would, but less than two weeks later, Danny left. One day he heaved a heavy rucksack on to his back and told me he was going. Mum stood by the gate as we watched him, her face pale and haunted. She wore the exact same expression she’d had when she’d picked up the phone to the hospital the first time Bonnie had been admitted: like her world had fallen apart.

Her arm stretched up as if she was trying to reach for him, but as far as I knew she never made any effort to stop him. After that I began to question how Mum could have let the others leave too. Throughout my childhood she’d been the one holding us together, but each time one of them walked out the door I felt the snap of my family breaking further.

After Danny, I gave up asking about Evergreen. My heart was no longer in it and, once Mum died, the thought of the island without her seemed impossible. But the news has dredged up memories and stirred emotions I’d all but forgotten and, for once, I envy Bonnie’s ability to paper over it with her usual detachment.



Sunday morning I call my sister early. More than twenty-four hours after the news and I’m still procrastinating over speaking to Dad. ‘They say the body is female,’ I tell her. ‘But I don’t understand how she’s never been reported missing. Surely someone noticed she’d disappeared.’ I pause. ‘We knew everyone on that island. I still can’t help thinking we know her.’

‘Like who? Tess Carlton?’ Bonnie says, plucking a name from nowhere. ‘One of the Smyth twins? You think one killed the other?’

‘Bonnie, that’s a dreadful thing to say.’

‘We’ll find out soon enough,’ she murmurs, already losing interest in what I want to dissect. My attention drifts to the TV. They are in the garden again, the cameras panning around it and the dark woods that lie beyond, thick with trees where the sun only catches the very top of them. They look ghostly from this angle. Most visitors steered clear of them, but as children we’d run through the woods to the parts the light didn’t reach without a moment’s pause and no one thought anything of it.

Somehow the cameras have managed to catch a menacing side to the woods and for a moment I see them how everyone else will too: like they are haunted.



When I hang up the phone to Bonnie I think of the girls I knew back then. We ranged in ages, many of which fell between mine and Bonnie’s: Tess Carlton, the daughter of my mother’s best friend; Emma Grey; Bonnie’s friend Iona; and of course Jill. Yet my memories of most of them are sketchy apart from Jill.

The last time I saw my friend was after Mum’s hurried attempts to tell me about the plan for us to leave the island. I wasn’t interested in the rental house in Winchester or the extra income from Dad’s new job and had raced to Jill’s house where she’d told me to meet her in our secret place in the clearing.

I hadn’t accounted for her dad following. It meant she had to whisper in my ear when she told me she couldn’t bear the thought of me leaving.

Tears flowed down our cheeks as her dad stepped nearer, telling her she needed to come back to the house. Now he was too close for me to ask her what was so important he couldn’t give me and my best friend some time together. But by then nothing Bob Taylor did surprised me.

I’d clutched on to Jill’s arms, searching her face as she trembled in my grip. ‘Don’t be scared,’ I said, hoping he wouldn’t hear. I chanced a look in his direction, but she was shaking her head at me. How I wished he would leave us so I could talk to her properly. ‘We’ll write to each other,’ I went on. ‘I’ll write first and send you my new address. Promise me you’ll write back?’

Jill nodded, her eyes glazed with tears she tried to blink away. ‘Promise. We’ll always be best friends.’

‘Blood sisters’ promise,’ I replied and we pressed our fingers together until her dad yelled at her and she finally pulled away. ‘I’ll miss you,’ I called out, my voice cracking with the weight of my pain.

‘I’ll miss you too,’ she cried back.

I kept my promise and wrote to Jill a week after we’d settled into the first house in Winchester. I rushed to the door every time the letterbox rattled. A week later I wrote again, begging her to write back, adding my address to the envelope, just in case she’d lost it the first time. I never once heard from her.



That afternoon the doorbell rings, rapidly followed by a loud knock.

‘Give me a chance,’ I mutter, putting my cup down, tea slopping over the rim and on to the coffee table. When I open the door two men are standing the other side, one tall with closely shaven hair, the other at least a head shorter.

‘Miss Stella Harvey?’ the taller one asks. ‘I’m PC Walton and this is my colleague, PC Killner. Nothing to worry about, we’d just like to talk to you about an incident you may have heard of on the news. We’re hoping we can come in and ask a few questions.’

‘I don’t understand,’ I say, shaking my head, but at the same time stepping aside so they can enter my narrow hallway. ‘Why do you want to ask me questions?’

‘We’re talking to everyone who’s lived on Evergreen, but like I said, it’s nothing to worry about,’ he assures me as they both walk forward and stop at the point where you can either go left into my small kitchen or right into the living room.

I gesture to the latter where there’s more room for us to sit but don’t think to offer them a drink as I perch awkwardly on the edge of Mum’s old rocking chair. ‘I lived there a long time ago,’ I say. ‘We left in 1993.’

PC Killner nods as he pulls out a notebook and clicks a pen. He traces his finger along his notes and then looks up at me. ‘And could you confirm when you moved there, Miss Harvey?’

‘I was born there,’ I tell him. ‘In 1982. My parents arrived in …’ I pause and think back. ‘It was ’76 or ’77. My sister was a baby.’

He nods again and glances down.

‘Why?’ I ask, shuffling forward until I’m nearly falling off the edge of the chair. ‘I mean, it was so long ago, I don’t understand how this could help you.’

Walton smiles. ‘Routine procedure.’

‘But it was ages ago,’ I repeat, trying to work out what it means. Do they think the body has been there years? Do they want to talk to me because I was living there at the time it was buried?

‘I know.’ He smiles again. ‘And we realise you were young when you left, Miss Harvey, but we’d like to gather some information and then we’ll be on our way. I don’t intend taking up much of your time.’

I purse my lips, pushing myself back until I can feel a small cushion pressing into the base of my spine. My heart flutters, threatening to race, but
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