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Prologue

Dusk is falling when she finds it.

Above her, the clouds have taken on the colours of an ageing bruise – grey, mauve and purple – and the air holds a strange, almost greenish, light. It is a lull. The lichened stones are slippery from the rainfall, and debris is strewn across the graveyard. Long grasses are flattened against the headstones, and among the yew trees that flank the monastery walls she sees a scar, vivid orange in the murky light, where the storm has sheared a branch from the twisted body of an ancient trunk.

She guesses, from the dark smudges on the horizon, that it will not be long until the rain comes again. But, for now, she is relieved simply to be outside, breathing in solitude and fresh air. Flashes of lightning are sparking from the banked-up clouds in the distance, and she can hear the wind begin to moan. Time to go back.

She turns for what, strangely, feels like home.

At the end of the path stands the ruined west end of the ancient chapel, a stage-set of stone columns and crumbling arches, dominated by the tall square belfry. Heading towards it, she passes under the shadows of the trees. Here she hesitates: surely, she doesn’t need to go in there? But when she sees the heavy oak door is slightly open, the latch hanging, she ignores her better instincts.

It scrapes against its lintel so that she has to put her shoulder to it to push it inwards, a wedge of pale fading light falling on to the flags and merging the dark interior into disjointed angles. Stepping inside, she feels her body tense in the cool of the space, the hairs on the back of her neck rising as though being pulled up into the emptiness above her head. It’s the smell, she thinks, the distinctive dank mix of ancient stone and dust. The smell of centuries. The smell of time.

‘Hello?’ she calls, her voice echoing up the cantilevered stone staircase and into the void.

But the creaking she hears in return is indeterminate, nothing more than the wind whistling through the open windows above.

‘Hello?’ she calls again, girding herself to climb the stairs, an unwelcome prospect in the shadowed dimness, with not even the torch on her phone to light her way.

She takes the first flight as quickly as she can, the sound of her steps on each stair magnified. Instinctively, she moves towards the wall, searching out its solid reassurance with her trembling fingers. As the stair turns, she finds herself clinging to the corner, alarmed by the height of the drop to her right. It is then that she sees it. Behind the door she has just come through there is a darkened mass wedged against it, a distorted shadow.

As she flies back down the stairs, she knows what lies below, what she has found. When she reaches the misshapen heap, she gasps for air and scrabbles at the rough cloth, desperate for a response. There is none. Only cold flesh and a lifeless hand, with no reassuring pulse.

Sitting back on her heels in despair, she reaches out to pull back the hood that hides the face. Her mind fractures with shock and confusion, two conflicting thoughts running through her head: It can’t be true, and, Yes, it is. Because what lies in front of her is both impossible to believe and all too real. Outside the tower, the wind screeches as if in warning. She suddenly feels the enormity of how alone and vulnerable she is, crouched at the foot of an ancient stair, holding a cold, unmoving hand in her own.




Chapter One

A piercing scream evaporates into the ether. At first it seems formless, an animal howl fragmented by the buffeting wind and spray. Until it drops off into a moan: ‘Not again! No . . . no . . . Make it stop. Please . . .’

For the fifth time in a row, the sleek black speedboat slams into a wave, its bow leaping almost vertically into the air. Water pours off its flanks, shiny and slick as an orca, breaching high out of the dark waters of the freezing sea loch and landing once more with a bone-shaking bang. For a moment it is as though it has lost its momentum and will stall here, stranded amidst the swells and valleys of the gunmetal-grey water. Then the two massive engines gain purchase under the surface and the launch surges forward again, the churn of its propellers forcing a furious white froth to the surface in its wake.

Hunched against the side of the boat, her ribs crushing with the weight of the g-force, Lauren hears the howl only dimly. She is fighting to keep herself focused on one thing only: her own breath, rising and falling, restricted by the tight embrace of her lifejacket. The salty ozone taste of the in-breath, the steaming puff of the out-breath. As long as she can keep her mind fixed solely on that rhythm, she can fight the nausea that is threatening to overwhelm her. Everything else – the harness uncomfortably buckled at her chest, the camera drone hovering dangerously close – is blocked out as she fights the constriction in her throat, sickness rising as the boat lurches. She wishes she were at the helm: that is always where she feels best when she is out on the water, but then this sea is unusually rough, even for an experienced sailor like her.

A part of her registers that the begging voice is coming from the brawny man beside her. The one that earlier looked at her pityingly as she checked and rechecked her harness, trying to find faith in its clanky clasps and sodden webbing. Now, his huge bulk is bent into a crouch, and his legs are so long they are pressing two perfectly symmetrical knee-shaped dents into the blue faux leather of the seat in front of him. His face is waxy and sallow under the dripping spray, his eyes closed.

Strange that this is the same man, Aidan ‘Mac’ Macdonald, whose photos have emblazoned the sports pages of newspapers for most of the last decade. That iconic image – both arms raised, rugby ball aloft, his face tilted in triumph towards the banks of fans at Murrayfield as the Saltire unfurls behind him – was taken only a couple of years ago, at his triumphant, miraculous farewell match against England. It’s difficult to reconcile that heroic image with the hunched figure moaning beside her.

Lauren raises a wry eyebrow both at him and at herself. Who is she to talk? Lauren Brooks, investigative journalist, who has always prided herself on her ability to throw herself in at the deep end, tough it out, while her mind files impressions and critical details even under the most trying of circumstances. Who, over decades, has honed her ability to persuade people to share their deepest secrets and manoeuvred herself both into and out of some truly hair-raising situations. But here she is, reduced to nothing but sodden breath and overwhelming nausea. And by what? An inflatable RIB full of celebrities, and some rough seas.

If she is completely honest, however, it’s not only the boat that’s making her feel like this. There has been an uneasy shifting in her stomach for weeks now.

The first flutters of nerves started as soon as she finally told Steph, her agent, to say yes to what had seemed at first a laughable request: an invitation to appear on Isolation Island, the epic new reality show set to launch in the autumn.

The first approach had been an email: would she like to be one of the ‘carefully selected’ (read: willing to endure almost anything) famous faces braving the monastery on Eilean Manach, a.k.a. Monk Island, the derelict medieval abbey that would be the location for the grittiest of gritty reality TV series?

Pitching itself as the gothic antithesis to the sunshine-and-bikini shows, this is, the proposal claimed, going to be a major event. The contestants will be marooned, in the depths of the Scottish winter, on a deserted island known both for its isolation and the rigours of monastic life at the edge of civilisation. They will be completely alone, relying only on themselves and each other, no matter what the island throws at them.

And it will throw a lot, because Production has rigged it with challenges and pitfalls that will be controlled remotely from a base back at the mainland. Just as the medieval monks had to obey the abbots, the contestants will have to submit to whatever instructions the programme’s directors give them. Their continued existence there is entirely at the whim of the producers – who will decide who ‘lives’ and who ‘dies’. They will never know quite what is in store for them. The cameras will be trained on them twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, and the programme will air twice daily – morning and night – to reach both the crucial breakfast audience and the lucrative prime-time viewers, going live in each slot to check on the progress of the contestants.

The twist? The last man or woman standing will win the prize of their dreams, worth over a million pounds and tailored specifically to them. ‘Answered Prayers’, the producers are calling it. ‘Aim high,’ the production company said as they put her own unique prize together. Tell us what it is you fantasise about: the never-never project you have always dreamed of fulfilling, the chance to get that record deal, that TV show, or that one-time massive sponsorship deal. Whatever you most want, we can make it happen. The incentive they are now dangling in front of Lauren is a mouth-watering one: her own flagship investigations series in the most prestigious slot on the network, post-watershed and pre-news, at 9 p.m. If it happens, it will be an unimaginable turnaround for her.

What the others are being offered, she has no idea. There is a strict ban on them discussing their potential prizes with anyone, and everyone else’s prize will remain a mystery, to her and to the audience, until the very end. There can be only one winner.

Lauren’s first response was an automatic no, even though she loves reality TV and all the psychological drama that comes with it – the unexpected friendships, the bubbles of raw emotion, the silly moments of childish conflict that go on to dominate the national conversation. But she loves them as a viewer, not as a participant. For a start, she doesn’t think of herself as a celebrity. Fame is not something she wants or has ever sought. It is a sometimes irritating, occasionally useful by-product of her particular kind of journalism. Secondly, deep in her heart, she never wants to be the story. She is the reporter, not the subject. So why would she allow the eyes of the nation to be trained on her every move?

She let the email fall to the bottom of her inbox, embarrassed by the faint ruffle of satisfaction she felt that she was even in the running for such a huge show, and added it to the list of things to mention to her agent on their next call. Lauren could already hear the laughter – ‘God, if they’re asking me, the casting agents must be really scraping the bottom of the barrel. Can you imagine? Stuck with a whole load of celebrities, cameras recording my every move?’

But Steph didn’t react like that at all. When they talked, her voice took on a slightly desperate edge. ‘Are you sure, Lauren? It’s a big show. And with . . . things as they are at the moment . . .’

Lauren said she would think about it, denying to herself that she knew what Steph meant: that she might need something like this, because her successful career was on hold right now, quite possibly for ever.

Things changed for her when the whispers began to swirl about who else would be on the island. She knew better than to trust the rumour mill – most of it put out by ambitious agents or the TV network to whet the public appetite – but this was different. It was too early, they were still finalising the details of the show itself, not yet ready for the public push. And the tip-off didn’t come from the usual gossipy UK media circles. It came from an American contact from her time in LA making an undercover documentary about a doomsday cult. This was someone she trusted. So, when they talked, she listened.

The big fish the production company was on the verge of netting, apparently, was true Hollywood royalty. A real star, as close as you could get to the classic silver-screen icon. So far, so predictable. Celebrity fixers were always after the impossible when it came to these shows, and her sources liked to big themselves up by insinuating they knew more than they did.

But when she heard the name, she was astounded. What were the chances of that being true? The sceptical reporter in her told her the rumour was far-fetched – why would a star of that calibre do a show like this, halfway across the world? But then she heard the reasons why he might accept the gig. That he was desperate to get some positive headlines to deflect from his private life, especially as the Hollywood actors’ strike had put any other projects on hold. In the light of what she knew about him, it began to sound like not just a remote possibility, but likely.

That was when her reporter’s mind began to tick away in earnest. This might be the opportunity she had been chasing for over a year. If he really was in the show, he would be separated from his army of protectors: the lawyers, the agents, the managers, publicists, PAs and stylists that formed a thick layer of security and sycophancy between him and the real world. And if she were part of the cast, she might have a chance to get close to him, to get the evidence she desperately needed to expose him for what he really was. If she played it right, she might finally, after her endless attempts to unmask him, get some sort of justice. It was an outlandish and unlikely prospect, but if it happened it would be a one-off opportunity she couldn’t afford to miss.

The night before the deadline to sign up, she slipped in and out of restless dreams in which a dozen fantastical scenarios played out against a menacing background of stone and sky, until she woke with a fragile, four-o’clock-in-the-morning decision. One that she half thought she’d take back before dawn but didn’t. She would do it. She would risk it, even if he was a no-show. She had nothing to lose, no more cards to play.

She was in.




Chapter Two

Right now, hands tightly gripping the handle of the seat in front of her, trying in vain to keep herself upright, Lauren is seriously questioning that decision.

Months ago, back in the safety of her flat, when she signed her fifty-page contract, it all seemed to make so much sense. Even as she endured the exhausting series of medical and psychological checks to make sure she was fit to take part in the programme, she reasoned it was the right thing to do. But as the tiny smudge of rocks ahead of her grows on the horizon and reveals its dramatic shape, her confidence slips, replaced by dread in the pit of her stomach.

Perched precariously above a jagged, geometric tumble of high cliffs is the forbidding silhouette of the monastery, etched against the sky. A tall circular watchtower dominates the scene, like an exclamation mark, a stark warning to anyone who approaches that they are being observed at all times. It dwarfs the belfry, which still stands defiant next to the derelict remains of the chapel, destroyed in a fire decades ago.

Here and there the walls are pulled apart entirely, torn down by merciless gales that have sent masonry smashing into pieces on the rocks below. Everything about it is foreboding, a place to scare you away, not welcome you in. In Lauren’s endless hours researching the history and geography of Eilean Manach, nothing has prepared her for the starkness of its wind-torn reality.

As she takes in her new home, the boat steadies. It has entered the lee of the island, and the sea is no longer choppy; the rolling waves have dispersed. For the first time, Lauren begins to take serious notice of her fellow passengers. She needs to start thinking of them as contestants, competitors, not just a ragtag bunch of semi-famous faces. All of them are in motion, talking feverishly amongst themselves.

Beside her, Mac straightens from his crouch at last. She watches him as his eyes fix on the monastery. For a moment, his face holds a curious blankness – no fear, no excitement, no enthusiasm. It is as though he is looking inward, not outwards at the forbidding sight ahead. Then he blinks and becomes the brash hearty sportsman she has seen in so many interviews and on numerous quiz shows.

‘Jesus, would you look at that?’ he says. ‘I don’t reckon it’s going to be a five-star stay. By the state of the place, my money is on some of us not even surviving a couple of days.’

On the other side of him, a strident voice cuts through the rumble of the engine. Jude Wright. It was the sight of Jude, disembarking from an identical brand-new black Land Rover Defender this morning, that had made things real for Lauren. She was dying to see another face after the long the journey north from London, but her spirits sank on seeing the infamous severe ash-grey bob emerge from the first 4x4 to pull up after hers.

Jude is famous for three things: making an absolute fortune by turning her family’s failing brewery into one of the biggest employers in the north of England; the stint she did as an angel-investor on a TV series in which she spent a week living with a family before deciding whether or not to put her money into their business; and her no-nonsense, sleeves-rolled-up attitude. What was her catchphrase again? ‘What are you doing to earn my time?’

She is going to be formidable company.

Right now, she is deploying a soothing tone on Mac. ‘Don’t you worry,’ she says. ‘You’re going to be fine. They’ll have chosen the location so it looks worse on camera than it really is. Trust me, there’s no way they’ll put us through anything too terrible. I’m sure of it. For a start, I wouldn’t stand for it.’

Lauren catches a hint of Stockport in her vowels, though so muted she must have made an effort to soften it over time. Her maternal tone makes it sound as if she has been telling Mac what to do for years, though Lauren knows for a fact that they only met this morning. Lauren remembers that part of Jude’s TV persona is to assume the role of the tough-talking but tender-hearted matriarch of whatever situation she is put in.

Jude’s hair, which is cut to an immaculately straight line, with an equally straight fringe, is somehow still in place as she leans over and puts her hand on one of Mac’s powerful thighs in reassurance.

How does she do that, thinks Lauren, conscious of the fact that her own hair is sodden, her fringe plastered to her forehead. Jude might be scrubbed clean of her signature red lipstick, and the lifejacket-and-waterproofs combo is a world away from her usual attire, but Lauren gets the feeling that she is pretty used to being camera ready. Certainly, as they sat down in the boat, she saw Jude’s eyes give a professional flick towards where the on-board camera was positioned, choosing her seat accordingly.

‘Thanks, hen,’ says Mac, but he doesn’t look reassured.

Sitting at the stern of the launch are the final pair of the contestants so far. Directly behind Lauren is a small girl, not much more than twenty. She is slight but strong, and there’s something deliberate and glossed up about her, on a perfect miniature scale. She has managed to come through the last half-hour looking pretty immaculate too, Lauren thinks, as she twists round to look behind her. Yes, her hair is dripping wet, but it has stayed where it was when she embarked, held back by a perfectly placed turquoise bandana. She appears to be fully, if lightly, made up, something that seems impossible until Lauren realises it is an illusion created by carefully laminated eyebrows and tinted eyelashes. Even the spray from the boat has given her a healthy glow.

There was a confused shuffling among the older contestants this morning when she pulled back her hood to reveal her shining, blonde plaited hair and perfect smile. Lauren recognised her immediately as Taisie, one half of the staggeringly successful social media phenomenon Hollie and Taisie. She only knows who they are because Daisy, her seventeen-year-old niece, is a massive fan of theirs. She, like millions of other young girls worldwide, avidly watches their online channel where they give advice on everything from how best to style your make-up to how to split up with a boyfriend.

Their enthusiasm and their friendship are infectious, and what apparently started as a playful hobby has grown exponentially. They are now selling their own lines of make-up and skincare – incredibly glossy formulations and packaging that they claim they created from their kitchen counter – and in the last two years they have gone stratospheric. Lauren knows that, between them, Hollie and Taisie probably generate more clicks and make more money than most of the rest of the passengers on this launch, possibly even Jude, who is at the height of her powers.

Taisie is the only passenger on board who has remained quiet as the boat bounces from wave to wave, her eyes fixed on the horizon, composure pretty much intact throughout. Some ‘ooh’s and ‘wowee’s came out of her camera-perfect smile as they took their places, but mostly she has stayed watchful, guarded. The only thing she has muttered is how she can’t believe she doesn’t have a phone to record the moment. From what Lauren knows of her, there isn’t anything Taisie does that isn’t filmed and broadcast. Every minute of her life is streamed on social media.

Lauren can’t work out if it’s her age or being in the company of these well-known faces that has silenced her, or perhaps just being among strangers at all. She can’t picture the life of a young influencer, but it strikes her that it is probably intense, lonely and claustrophobic, however flattering the glow of the ring light.

Towering over Taisie in the seat next to her is a tall, striking young man. He too started the day impeccably turned out: the perfect amount of stubble covering his taut jawline, eyebrows exquisitely arched, a carefully styled shock of peroxide-white hair contrasting stunningly with his deep tan. This is Nico, runner up on a top-rated Saturday night TV talent show a couple of years ago, when he charmed the country with his raw musical talent and humour. He was always the one smiling, making a joke out of things and comforting the other singers when they needed a shoulder to sob on.

He was set to win until twenty-four hours before the final vote, when it emerged that he had previously been part of a struggling duo. In an emotional video, which predictably went viral, his former bandmate Xavier claimed Nico had unceremoniously ditched him, leaving him with a mountain of debt. Nico strenuously denied all the allegations, insisting their parting was amicable and that he owed no money. He even pleaded his case in tears live on television while holding his mother’s hand, but the damage was done.

When the votes were counted, he lost out to a far less talented singer-songwriter who, up until that point, would have been lucky to have come third. Since then, Nico hasn’t quite been cancelled, but he has definitely been paused. He has appeared on some TV quizzes and daytime shows, but his music career has, for the moment, hit a brick wall.

Earlier today, Nico greeted each of his fellow competitors with a joyful burst of chatter, an almost permanent grin lighting up his face. Lauren noticed that he had a pertinent word for each of them, greeting Taisie with puppyish enthusiasm and the rest of them with a smiling kind of deference. As the boat got underway, he made them laugh with his ever-wilder predictions of what might lie ahead. But now he’s been quiet for at least half an hour, and he’s looking nauseous as he bumps around the back of the boat. His signature hair is drenched and colourless. He shoots Lauren a quick ‘we’re all in this together’ wink, but it looks like he is hanging on by a thread.

As she smiles in response, Lauren wonders where everyone else is. The rumour mill told her there would be ten of them on the island, but there is no sign yet of the other five. Her throat is becoming tight at the thought that the person she hoped to be here, the only reason she signed up in the first place, might not be coming at all. But as they approach the tiny jetty jutting out from the beach, Nico whoops and points behind them. Five specks of red are bobbing up and down, tiny against the expanse of sky and sea, each one trailed by a drone. ‘Look, look, over there. Canoes!’ he shouts.

‘Kayaks, actually,’ says Jude. ‘I recently did an episode with a small business who were doing an adventure start-up in Wales. Think I managed to steer them in the right direction,’ she laughs. No one acknowledges the joke, and she carries on: ‘Though I didn’t invest in the end. Anyway, taught me all sorts about kayaking!’

Five more chances, thinks Lauren. It’s impossible to tell who is in the kayaks. The figures are no more than silhouettes battling through the spray and the wind, and each one wears a bright red all-in-one, topped by a balaclava. They straggle out in a line across the cresting waves. The first two, who look like a man and a woman, are well out in front, powering through the water with fast efficient strokes.

Behind them is a smaller shape, another woman, surely? She is keeping up a decent pace, though without the grace of the leading pair. Some way behind these three are two broader silhouettes, paddles bashing out an uneven rhythm, the last one in particular struggling to keep in reasonable contact with the line of boats, the prow of the kayak lurching drunkenly across the waves.

Each figure could be anybody, literally anybody, thinks Lauren, mentally scrolling through images of all the celebrities she can think of, as if flicking down a tabloid sidebar of shame. And landing, each time, on one particular, familiar face. She can’t stop herself trying to superimpose the well-known physique, usually dressed in deliberately distressed designer chic, on to each of the approaching figures. The knot in her stomach tightens. Could it be him? She is suddenly hyperaware of the camera on her face, as though her innermost thoughts are being printed across her forehead. Stop it, she thinks to herself. Don’t give yourself away. You’ll find out soon enough.

The sight of the others has broken the ice. Everyone on the power boat is babbling, each one of them proffering a theory or a rumour they have heard. ‘Is it . . .?’, ‘Could that be . . .?’ Nico’s levels of excitement have completely transformed his features; he is jiggling up and down, pointing.

‘I bet that’s him off of that gameshow . . . Looks like him . . . ooh, what if they’re royalty? That would be amazing. That one in the middle could be . . . Oh, no, I think it’s a girl.’

Lauren can hear the whirr of the camera refocus from face to face, harvesting their reactions, which may be why Jude seems loath to give too much away. Mac is still too green about the gills to work up much energy for the guessing game. But as Lauren turns round to get a better look at the boats, it is the expression on Taisie’s face that catches her attention. There’s a small knowing smile at the corners of her perfect lips, at strange odds with the intensity with which she is scrutinising each person in turn. What on earth could be going through her mind? Lauren finds the younger woman hard to read.

Turning back towards the shore, the contestants are shocked to realise they have reached the jetty. In the abrupt silence when the engine cuts out, the five of them pause, look at each other and, fuelled by adrenaline, they burst out laughing. They have made it; the first test is over.

The boat rocks, unsteady on the water as they climb out. Up close, the ladder is worn and rickety, and a layer of ochre rust stains Lauren’s palms as she climbs. The boards of the jetty are green with algae and slippery underfoot, the odd jagged-edged hole punctuating the planks. The only thing that looks as if it belongs in the twenty-first century is the fluorescent orange life ring hanging on a post. Thinking of the shiny Soho production offices where she went for her pre-show interview, she registers a small shock at how dilapidated everything feels. It’s all about the atmosphere, she tries to reassure herself. They must want it to look rough and ready for the telly.

Lauren sways as the ground seems to move beneath her feet, and she sheds her heavy lifejacket with a sense of relief, which is cut through with a small shot of alarm as a click and a whirr alerts her to another lens tracking her. She looks up and clocks one, two, no, three different cameras all pointing towards the group from different angles. The cameras are well camouflaged, blending into the surroundings so perfectly you wouldn’t see them if you were watching on television, and they are trained on her.

It’s a show, it’s a show, she reminds herself, the realisation dawning that there is no gesture, no expression, no action that will not be caught and broadcast from this point on. Even with her years of TV experience it is unnerving, and she thinks how she might look to her family, her beloved mum and dad, watching fretfully at home. So as not to worry them, she forces to her lips a smile she doesn’t feel.

A shout rings out across the beach. ‘There, over there!’ It’s Nico again, waving out to sea.

As the five from the boat have been disembarking, the other team have made enough headway to be nearly at the water’s edge. In excitement they run towards them, reaching the shoreline just as the first of the kayakers pulls up with a crunch of sand, and lifts himself elegantly out of the seat. The unidentifiable tall and lithe figure plants his paddle into the ground with some drama, before standing with his back to the water and pulling off his balaclava with a flourish.

To her surprise, Lauren finds herself cheering with the rest of them. The grinning face that emerges is Jackson Powell, who only months ago had heroically become Olympic champion in both the 800 metres and the 1500 metres. There’s almost a touch of parody to the way he looks – six foot two of perfect honed Olympian, the epitome of sporting prowess and sportsmanship. He carries himself as though those two gold medals are still hung around his neck, and Lauren notices that shaved into his close-cropped dark curly hair, just above his right ear, are the five Olympic rings. His eyes flicker from face to face, and he laughs out loud.

‘Hey, guys!’ he says. ‘I guess you took the easy way here, did you?’

There follows a flurry of bear-hugging, backslaps and high fives. It’s hard to tell, thinks Lauren, whether any of the people here actually know Jackson already. It’s something she’s used to watching from the sidelines, this showbiz familiarity, as if you’re all part of the same family, or best friends, even though you’ve never met. She takes a moment to remember that this time she is part of all this, and that she too has to join in with the fake camaraderie. As she rearranges her expression, she notices that Nico grins widely as Jackson pulls him into a hug. And is that a faint blush she sees on Taisie’s face as she stretches up to double-kiss the Olympian’s cheeks?

The greetings are interrupted by the arrival of the second kayak, pulling up next to Jackson’s. This one is steered by a woman, and, eschewing the theatrics that accompanied his arrival, she has pulled off her balaclava almost before they have turned to notice her.

Again, the face and tangle of long auburn hair is familiar to anyone who has followed the recent summer of sport. Kez Jones, one of the most successful Paralympians of all time. Her record in the pool is unmatched – she has swum her way to five golds and three silvers in consecutive Games. There’s a determination on her features as she emerges from the kayak, managing the awkward transition on to the shore with gracefulness despite the prosthetic below the knee of her right leg.

The waiting celebrities are impressed, though the greetings are a touch more muted this time round, Kez lacking Jackson’s electric charm. Almost as soon as she is on dry land, they are scanning the water for the next arrival.

‘Who else is coming?’ someone asks.

‘No idea,’ says Jackson. ‘They dropped us off at separate spots – we didn’t get a chance to meet each other. And they told us not to speak till we arrived on the island. Followed us, filming all the way.’ He nods up at the drone that was trailing him.

Taisie is already jumping up and down and squealing before the next kayak pulls up: ‘OMG, Hollie! Holl, Holl, Holl, you made it!’

‘Oh my God, that was insane!’

The figure in the kayak scrambles out, launches herself at Taisie and pulls off her hood to reveal a tumble of wavy brown hair, sparkling green eyes and a wide infectious smile. It is Hollie, the other half of the famous double act. Seeing them on the beach together, Lauren thinks that despite the differences in their features they look like cardboard cut-outs of each other: the exact same height and build.

The two girls are leaping up and down in each other’s arms, oblivious for the moment to the circle of celebrities, lost in a world of their own. Eventually, just as it gets awkward for everyone else, they break away from each other and indiscriminately bestow a whirlwind of embraces.

Lauren is mesmerised. The quiet, circumspect Taisie that she observed on the boat is completely transformed, vivacious and effusive. The social media phenomenon begins to make sense; they are the perfect double act. It’s as though Taisie is drawing strength from her counterpart, as though a light has been turned on. Without Hollie by her side, Taisie is a shadow.

There are two remaining contestants left on the water. The one in front seems to hang back a bit, letting the other, by now flagging badly and lurching sideways, draw ahead. As he does so, chest heaving and paddle slipping in his hand, the figure in front pulls off his headgear, seemingly too impatient to wait for the shoreline. Spluttering, puce, with sweat and brine dripping from his chin, the face is nevertheless as familiar to most people as their own families: the balding head and smiling eyes of Frank Stubbs.

For thirty years, ever since he was a teenager, Frank has played Jimmy Black, the happy-go-lucky stalwart of the country’s longest-running soap. Lauren has watched his character fall in and out of love, seen his businesses go bankrupt, witnessed his trial for fraud, his subsequent time spent in prison, and enjoyed his sage advice as he morphed into the deeply flawed but charismatic lynchpin of the show. His beer belly and the laughter creases on his face are part of the national wallpaper. He’s the person you think you know, even if you’ve never met him. The familiarity of his presence, incongruous on this lonely beach, gives Lauren a shot of optimism, which she sees reflected in the faces of her fellow contestants.

She laughs along with the others as he clambers and staggers out of the kayak. But her attention is elsewhere. One more left to arrive: this is her last chance. She watches as the final vessel circles round and pulls up in the dead centre of the row of scarlet boats. The rower leans back, taking a moment to scan the shoreline.

One by one, the celebrities fall silent, eyes turned towards him. Flinging the paddle down, he spreads his arms wide, stretching up to the sky in a gesture that should look ridiculous but is somehow commanding. Even the gulls, whose eerie cries have been echoing around the high cliffs, seem to fall silent. The only sound to be heard is the hum of the various cameras zooming in, half of them focused on the kayak, half on the waiting faces.

Lauren feels her pounding heartbeat as the hands come down, crossing at the wrists to remove his headgear. Her breath stops, just for a moment, and then catches in an inward gasp. He pulls the balaclava deftly over his head to unveil a square jaw, salt-and-pepper stubble, Californian tan and a thick shock of tousled pewter-grey hair, still miraculously dry. That famous pair of slate-blue eyes, the irises ringed by charcoal, framed by deep laughter lines. The gamble of her career has paid off.

It’s him, Nate Stirling.

He’s here.




Chapter Three

‘Oh. My. GOD.’ Nico is the first to react, theatrically falling to his knees on the sand. ‘Ohmygod ohmygod ohmygod. No WAY! My mum is going to die when she sees me with you!’

Everyone else seems to have lost the power of speech, starstruck. It seems utterly unbelievable that standing on the sand in front of them is five feet ten inches of bona fide Hollywood royalty, turning his mega-watt smile on them.

Nate Stirling has been famous for as long as most people can remember. He is the Oscar-winning star of a long list of award-winning films, from thoughtful indie dramas to massive commercial blockbusters. To the younger generation, he is Todd Hunter, action hero personified, central character in the box-office-busting Hunted franchise. The older ones in the group probably remember him better for his wild days, when he made headlines for his boisterous escapades and his endless string of glamorous girlfriends.

He has changed since then. Eventually settling down with fellow A-lister Jennifer Wrey, he reinvented himself as a devoted husband and philanthropist, working hard to rehabilitate his reputation. Rumour has it there’s trouble in paradise, but Nate’s image is squeaky clean now, and he is almost as famous for his charity work as he is for his acting. And here he is, exuding the kind of sheen that only contentment and a multi-million-pound income can bring. It’s as though the beach has been transformed into a film backdrop, and the glowing figure of the hero has stepped out of the screen to join them.

‘Guys,’ he is saying, as he reaches out to shake Mac’s hand first. ‘This is pretty awesome, isn’t it? Great to see you all.’

Lauren would love to take in the individual reactions to this bombshell, but adrenaline is coursing through her body so fast she can barely focus. The film she is watching is light years from what everyone else is seeing.

To the others, Nate is the all-star leading man. But she sees someone hiding his real nature behind a smiling mask. What looks to everyone else like a genial smile appears to her like the flash of shark’s teeth. Those famous eyes, resting first on Kez and then on Taisie and Hollie, seem to her not warm but calculating, the trademark quizzical lift of his eyebrow a warning.

It gives a nightmarish quality to the scene. Lauren feels the disconnection that has accompanied her over the last few months building to a head. How lonely it is to look at the same thing as everybody else but to see something that is hidden from their view.

For over a year, she has dedicated herself to revealing the truth that lies behind Nate Stirling’s burnished image, risking everything on this investigation, and she has been stymied at every turn. The Big Boss’s words ring in her ears: ‘This is not a story, Brooks. You don’t have the evidence, and we don’t have the lawyers or the fire power to protect you. Leave it!’

But she is sure it is a story. And she will do anything to follow it up. Her quest to expose the real Nate Stirling is what has brought her to this island, to this strange moment with this group of famous faces, but she barely knows how to react. Something in her hadn’t allowed herself to believe he would really be here, and now that he is, she has to catch herself, realising that her reactions are out of step with everyone else’s.

The others have breached the force field of extreme fame that surrounds Nate and have reached the hugging and back-slapping stage. Jude is smiling broadly, Jackson has his arm round Nate’s shoulders, and the two girls are flushed with the aura of people who have been blessed with kisses from on high. Lauren is the only one who is hanging back. Flicking her gaze quickly at the camera drone to the right of her, she arranges her face into the broadest grin she can manage, and steps forward.

‘Hi,’ she says, determined to sound confident, ‘I’m Lauren. Lauren Brooks. I’m a journalist over here. On Inside Investigations, usually.’

She’s trying to read his expression for a flicker of recognition. She has never been sure whether her attempts to expose him, her endless inquiries about his behaviour, have reached his ears or whether they have all been dealt with by his ‘people’ before they got to him. All she knows is that everyone she has spoken to who has a bad word to say about his reputation has been threatened with legal action by his lawyers.

It’s impossible to tell if he knows who she is; his smile doesn’t miss a beat as he takes her outstretched hand and pulls her immediately into an embrace. Despite what she knows about him she manages to resist the instinct to move away.

‘Great to meet you, Lauren. Really great. Wow, what an awesome bunch of people.’ He looks around him. ‘Man, would you look at this place!’

Nico, who is standing as close as he can get to Nate, grinning from ear to ear, is desperate to find out what has brought such a huge star into their midst. He can hardly get his words out. ‘So, oh my God. Are you a reality TV fan like me? What kinds of shows do you watch in the States? Is that what’s brought you here?’

Good question, thinks Lauren, taking stock, watching Nate as he responds.

‘I wish I could say it was. Actually, I’m kind of a rookie with these shows. For me, it was more about the location. You know what I mean? When they told me we were going to be totally alone – and in Scotland, in a monastery – I thought it was a perfect opportunity to do something different—’

‘Same here!’ interrupts Nico.

‘Not only that, but I have Scottish ancestry,’ says Nate.

Lauren clocks Mac’s eyebrows raising slightly at this, but before anyone can ask Nate more, they are interrupted by a piercing blast. It’s the captain of the launch, who is blowing hard on a small silver whistle. The celebrities giggle, but his expression is serious, and within seconds they are focused on what he’s saying.

‘Contestants. Here are your first instructions. You are to place your lifejackets in the RIB. Once you have done that, find the kitbag with your name on it,’ he points a short stubby finger down the beach, to a pile that is lying on the sand, ‘and change out of your civvies into the clothes you will find inside. Place everything else you have brought with you back inside the bag. And I mean everything.’

The last word is said with a barking force. This is not a request; it is an order.

Jackson reaches the misshapen pile of hessian sacks first. He hands out the bags in turn, matching each contestant to the name printed in large chalk capitals on the side.

Nate is first to tip out the contents, and groans as he does so.

‘They cannot be serious!’

‘OMG. What even is this?’ says Hollie. She is holding out what appears to be a length of sacking in a muddy shade of brown, turning it this way and that until it resolves into a long garment with wide sleeves and an enormous floppy hood.

‘Oh my God! No way. Taisie, we can’t be seen in these!’

Taisie turns her bag upside down. A length of rope falls on to the sand, followed by a pair of leather slippers lined with fur, a pair of socks, and a smaller bag made of rough undyed cotton. She picks each item up by the tips of her fingers and slowly inspects them.

‘Is this meant to be a belt? It’s huge! And these sandal things. What’s inside them? That better not be real fur. We would NEVER wear that, would we, Hollie? And they’re going to be way too big for me!’

‘Mine are going to be way too small.’ Mac has already put on his rudimentary footwear, and his heels are falling off the back.

Lauren is peering into her smaller cotton bag, and sees that Hollie is doing the same, inspecting its contents. She was assured repeatedly by Steph that everything she needs will be provided on the island. Absolutely everything. So apart from what she is wearing, she should not under any circumstances bring anything else. No food, no cosmetics, no extra clothes, and, most crucially, no mobile phone. She feels bereft without it – it is like an extension of herself, her constant companion – and this is the first time she has been parted from it for years.

Still, though, it is a relief when she sees some of the provisions: five pairs of knickers
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