

CHAPTER 1

People think that death by drowning would be peaceful. But if there is any truth to that, it’s a peace that comes after the worst thirty seconds of your life. And it’s a fate that, until today, George Lennox had never considered might befall her. 

With her jaw clenched against both the biting cold and sudden dips, George stands on the heaving deck of the police launch; constricted by the bulk of an orange life vest, a duffel bag over her shoulder. She clutches a leather briefcase in one hand, the slick railing with the other. The weather has changed dramatically in the last few hours. The soft white clouds that farewelled her on Skye have turned black and heavy, and the waves that claw at her feet are splintered iron, threatening to drag her down all twelve thousand feet to the sunless floor of the North Atlantic Ocean.

‘It really had to be today?’ A burly marine police officer shuffles up behind her. ‘We couldn’t wait for the fucking wind to die down?’ He pauses and eyes her chest speculatively. ‘You know how to use those?’

She follows his gaze, then looks up coolly. ‘Life vests?’

He blinks, hearing his words over again. ‘I just meant there’s a whistle under that flap, and a wee light over there …’

‘I’m sure I’ll figure it out should the need arise, Constable.’

Though he must be at least ten years her senior, the officer ducks his head.

‘Righto, Inspector,’ he mutters before moving away.

George just grits her teeth, sucking in a quick breath as the boat angles sharply downwards. The condescension is something she’s used to, even when they learn her rank. These waves, however … She swallows hard, temporarily grateful for the wind that dries her perspiration as soon as it forms on her forehead.

‘You might want to step inside, Inspector,’ a voice calls over the thrum of the engine. Despite his narrow frame, the captain barely sways as he leans out of the cabin behind her. ‘It’s going to get rough from here.’ The soft, rolling lilt of his Western Isles intonation is a pleasant contrast to the harsher Glaswegian accent she’s become used to.

‘This isn’t rough?’ George asks, incredulity creeping into her voice.

His bushy eyebrows pull together. ‘The Atlantic gives you hell on a good day,’ he rumbles, with knowledge born of a long career spent rescuing drunken tourists from dangerous cliffsides or fishing people from the sea – alive or dead. ‘We’re certainly going to test her patience by trying to dock.’

George narrows her eyes as a light rain starts to fall. ‘How far are we pushing our luck?’

He shrugs. ‘The harbour is to the north-east of Eilean Eadar, and we’re coming in on a strong westerly. In this swell it’s sheltered once you’re in, but it’s a fine narrow entrance over the bar.’ At her nonplussed expression, he adds, ‘We’ll be taking our time heading in, that’s for sure.’

He takes a moment to shout instructions back into the cabin and receives a muffled response. George clutches her briefcase tighter as a wave crests the edge of the boat and her boots, sending a new chill through her socks and soaking the hem of her trousers.

‘Who out here can receive a distress signal?’ she asks. ‘The coastguard should be within range.’ She peers through the thickening rain at a distant coastline. ‘Or one of the little islands … that’s Hirta, isn’t it?’

‘You’ll not find much help there. They’re isolated enough as it is. Where you’re going …’ He blows out a long breath. ‘Even I’ve only set foot on Eadar once, dropping off some lads when one of their trawlers lost a rudder. That was near twelve years ago. I don’t think any police have been there since.’

‘So if we need a quick exit …?’

He barks a laugh. ‘I hope you can speak dolphin.’ But his laughter dies as he squints into the distance, as if his seasoned eyes can see further across the water than hers. ‘If you’re in a pinch, your best chance would be Stornoway; there’s the airport there and the Search and Rescue helicopter team, too. And a good hospital,’ he adds, as an afterthought.

She rubs a spot behind her ear, the only outward indication of her inner disquiet. 

The captain eyes her contemplatively. ‘The locals don’t like strangers coming in unannounced, but you say they’re expecting you?’

‘They should be.’

‘Then you’ll be fine.’ Her relief is short-lived, though, as the captain adds, ‘I just hope someone sees us coming. Docking in this weather without help … I don’t fancy the prospect.’

A shout from the cabin draws the captain away. ‘Like I said, Inspector, you’d be best off coming in. The radar says we’re about to get a soaking.’

She nods once, sharply enough that he takes the hint and leaves her alone. Her eyes seek out the horizon, the line becoming increasingly blurred by rain and the pitch of the boat. She readjusts her grip on the railing, looking for somewhere more secure to wedge herself until they reach the island, as a deep voice booms out behind her, ‘How are your sea legs, Lennox?’

The boat tilts forward suddenly, stealing George’s retort as she focuses on keeping her feet. She turns in time to see the upheaval not only wipe the smile off Richard Stewart’s lightly lined face but also take his legs out from under him.

She makes her way down the deck and hauls him to his feet, not hiding the effort it takes to bring his stocky body vertical. ‘You were saying?’

He swipes rain droplets out of his silvering hair, scowling. ‘Don’t test me – not when my socks are wet.’

George looks out at the ocean churning around them. ‘This trip was never going to be cheerful, Richie,’ she says tersely. She fishes her phone out from an interior pocket of her coat and tries to shield the screen from the rain and spray. ‘Have you got any bars?’

Richie doesn’t even bother checking. ‘I think we said goodbye to service as soon as we left Skye.’

A low growl rolls across the sky like a boulder.

‘Do you think the islanders are going to talk to us?’

He shrugs. ‘They’re used to not having service. Silence might come more naturally to them.’

By the time the lonely island of Eilean Eadar comes into view just before midday, the rain has become so heavy that George has acquiesced to stand just inside the cabin door, her hood pulled tight around her eyes. Strands of dark hair whip in the wind, stinging her forehead and cheeks. The sun is shuttered behind the murderous clouds, so George’s first impression of the tiny island thrown far off the west coast of Scotland is a sheer, dark cliff. Huge waves smash against the craggy rock face, yet Eadar stands resolute against their rage.

As they skirt around the south-east side of the cliff, George catches sight of a lighthouse silhouetted against the dark sky. She nudges Richie, who has squeezed himself into the doorway beside her. ‘Look,’ she says into his ear, pointing.

His pale blue eyes emerge from under a knitted beanie to peer up at the cliff, face scrunched against the pelting rain. His lips thin when he spots the lighthouse. 

It looms larger as their passage takes them closer to the cliffs, and George feels a sudden swirl of dizziness unrelated to the rocking boat. She drops her gaze to the deck and steadies her breathing, sensing Richie’s eyes on her. Slipping her phone from her pocket again, she squints at the screen intently until he looks away.

As the captain warned, it’s no simple task to dock in Eadar’s small harbour. The relentless swell pushes them uncomfortably close to the cliff, so he takes the boat out in a wide arc with the bow pointed at the island. Soon the narrow opening into the harbour appears, a gap between the encircling arms of dark rock. From the silence in the cabin, George can tell the captain and the two officers are concentrating hard, their years on the sea evident in the way they focus on the water rather than the instrument panel. She feels a flicker of regret at her insistence they travel today, but quells it quickly. A tragic death requires investigation. A grieving mother deserves closure.

They make their approach slowly, the engine reduced to a hum beneath their feet, letting the swell push them closer to the harbour entrance. She doesn’t realise she is holding her breath until the captain, timing his run perfectly down the front of a large wave, throws the motor to full power and they shoot through the jutting rocks that border the entrance. She exhales slowly; Richie’s shoulders relax.

The water is calmer in the harbour, but as the captain predicted, there’s no one on watch. He flicks the lights on, the red and blue flashes barely penetrating the sheeting rain. The officers are engaged in a low but urgent conversation about if and how they can safely approach the stone quay without assistance when movement in the gloom ahead catches George’s eye. Soon she can make out six figures screwing up their faces against the rain to wave them into a gap between two weather-beaten trawlers, and less than ten minutes later George and Richie alight onto the quay with all the dignity of two wet socks.

‘You should thank God that you weren’t blown in on a nor’-easter,’ a squat woman roars at the captain as she loops a rope over her shoulder. ‘You would have been smashed to bits!’

Another man calls to the woman, and though George can barely hear him over the rain, she recognises the lyrical patterns of Gaelic. 

As the captain is drawn into the bellowed conversation, George and Richie are ushered up a set of uneven stone stairs cut into the seawall. The combination of the rain and cloud coverage means George’s first look at the main street of Eadar is of a narrow road that currently resembles a river, and unremarkable buildings. They’re urged into a narrow two-storey house with warm light glowing in the windows, which is how George ends up stripped to her skin in the small but cosy home of Cecily Campbell with nothing but a scratchy blanket between her and the eyes of Cecily’s three curious children.

‘Away, away,’ Cecily chides them as she enters the bedroom that is clearly her own, carrying a steaming pot. The kids scatter into the hallway as she closes the door with her hip. George hears a giggle slip under the door.

‘Don’t mind them,’ Cecily says, raising her voice above the sound of the rain lashing the roof. ‘We get so few visitors out here, especially coming out of a squall the way you did. I’ve put your partner in the boys’ room next door, so they’ll be bothering him next.’ Cecily places the pot on the floor and pushes a chair closer to the low stone fireplace. ‘Pop your feet in here.’

George hides a wince as her frozen toes touch the hot water, but soon the heat is working into her bones and up her body. Despite the welcome relief she sits stiffly in the chair, eyes flicking around the room as Cecily towels away the puddles from George’s entrance.

The Campbell home has a surprising warmth despite its rough stone exterior. There’s hand-painted wallpaper that is faded in places, a handsome wardrobe with a large scratch running down one door, crocheted throws, and a woven rug beneath her feet. A wide bed dominates the room, the squashy mattress sinking in the middle. George only caught a glimpse of the lower level as she was pushed through the door and up the stairs, but there was a similarly cosy living area and a kitchen beyond.

‘You’ll be defrosted in no time,’ Cecily says. ‘I’ve spent years thawing out Donald – my husband – when he comes home off a day of fishing. He’s still got all ten toes. Only nine and a half fingers, but beer and a very sharp knife are to blame there.’

‘Was he in a fight?’

Cecily’s dark eyes go wide before she laughs. ‘Oh, no. He’s just all thumbs on land. Get him out on the boat, though, and it’s like Swan Lake.’ She crosses to the plump double bed and smooths a crease from the creamy coverlet, then stoops to gather George’s wet clothes.

George starts to rise. ‘Please, let me …’

‘Don’t be silly. Just warm yourself up. Give a chill the chance to set in and you’ll be shivering for weeks.’

Relenting, George unwraps the towel from around her head, combing her fingers through the tangled curls that fall around her shoulders while Cecily lays out her clothes on the floor in front of the fire. High cheekbones dominate her face; the firelight makes her expression shift between soft and severe with every flicker. Studying her like this, George realises that the woman can’t be much older than herself.

‘How long have you been married?’

‘Nine years,’ Cecily says briskly, ‘though some days it feels like fifty.’

‘You must have married young.’

‘And had our first less than a year later.’ She nods towards a small framed picture of the Virgin Mary taking pride of place among a collection of photos and stacked books on one of the squat bedside tables. ‘We were quite eager to make things official.’

‘I see. Did you grow up here?’

‘No, actually. I’m a mainlander like you.’ She moves to the bed and sinks down comically deep into the mattress. ‘Donald seduced me and lured me across the sea. Been on Eadar ever since, bar the annual trip with the kids to see my parents.’ The Gaelic word rolls effortlessly off Cecily’s tongue – Eht-ter. ‘He and a few of the lads took their boat out this morning. Idiots. If they haven’t been capsized, the storm will have scattered the haddock. The other crews saw the forecast and didn’t even bother setting out, but Donald …’ She sighs. ‘He does what he likes.’

Now that she’s not facing an immediate risk of drowning, George’s bones are becoming heavy and the crackle of the fire is making her thoughts soft and fuzzy. She tightens her stomach muscles and hauls herself straight again. ‘Fish are the island’s main export, is that right?’

Cecily nods glumly. ‘If there was a demand for rotting seaweed or mud, we’d be minted. The boys are out there in their wee boats dropping nets against commercial trawlers that can pull up twenty times what we do in a day. It’s not easy. Some weeks we’re barely keeping the wolf from the door.’ She lapses into a contemplative silence, picking at a loose thread on a pillow.

George looks out the window, trying to see to the harbour beyond. ‘When do you expect them back?’

‘Depends where they were when the storm hit. Most days they’re all back in the late afternoon, but it’s not unusual for them to spend a night on one of the bigger islands. Or the mainland, if they had enough of a catch to drop off.’ Cecily cocks her head. ‘You’re staying out in the Nicholson croft, aren’t you?’

‘Your guess is as good as mine. We’re meant to find someone named Kathy MacKinnon, at the post office. I think she has the keys.’

‘Ah, that’d be right.’

‘Is the croft hers?’

Cecily shakes her head. ‘It belonged to Auld Samuel Nicholson, and when he passed Kathy volunteered to keep an eye on things as nobody wanted to live so far up that hill. She’s good like that, always offering to help out. I wouldn’t be surprised if she has the spare keys to this place.’

George raises her eyebrows. ‘Is everyone here so trusting?’

‘She wouldn’t even need keys,’ she says with a laugh. ‘The only reason anyone around here locks their doors is to keep the wee ones in at night.’ Her smile slips, and her slim fingers play with a tiny silver cross around her neck. ‘We wondered if people would come to ask questions about Alan. But the funeral was two weeks ago. We all assumed the mainland had forgotten about us again.’

George tilts her head. ‘And yet you knew I was a police officer without me saying so.’

A flush rises on the other woman’s neck, and she draws her knees up to hug them. ‘Like I said, we don’t get many visitors. There’s only two reasons mainlanders come here – deliveries or marriage. And nobody’s arrived with a ring on their finger since me, which should tell you a few things.’ Her brief attempt at lightness dissolves into a heavy pause that George allows to stretch.

‘To be honest,’ Cecily continues finally, her eyes boring into the floor at George’s feet, ‘we’re all a little surprised that you and your partner are here. What happened to Alan is tragic, but not exactly a mystery.’

George, recalling the documents she was poring over last night, counters, ‘Alan Ferguson climbed to the top of that lighthouse for a reason. Don’t you want to know why?’

A conspicuous absence of sound triggers an instinct in Cecily that’s absent in George; in two long strides she’s thrown open the bedroom door and stares down at her children, three ears at the approximate height of the keyhole. They blink up at her with identical expressions of guilt. She banishes them to the living room with a curt dismissal, swatting the rump of the girl who stares over her shoulder at George with unabashed curiosity. Cecily closes the door again and turns to face George with a strained expression. ‘They don’t need to hear that,’ she says, her hand rising to fidget with her necklace again.

‘You didn’t tell them about Alan?’

‘They know he died, but … do you have children?’

George shakes her head. 

Cecily closes her eyes. ‘It’s terrible,’ she says. ‘Incredible, of course, and the most joy I’ve ever felt in my life. But truly awful sometimes, the worry and stress. Especially out here.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘We’re surrounded by water on all sides, half the buildings are boarded up, and there aren’t enough children for a proper school. All we really have is our families.’ Already pale, Cecily’s colour drains further, and she crosses herself vigorously. ‘His poor mother,’ she says in a shaky voice. ‘Catriona has already suffered so much. I pray for her every night, and our priest leads us in prayer every morning.’

George glances at the briefcase, picturing her notebook inside. ‘Do you have much to do with the Ferguson family?’

‘In a community this small, everyone knows everyone. Catriona works at the bakery, so add in church and I see her almost every day. But Alan was much younger than Donald and me. I heard he was planning to go to university on the mainland, but that was months ago. I suppose he changed his mind.’

‘Maybe,’ George says lightly, then rises, bunching the blanket so the ends don’t dangle in the water at her feet. ‘We need to get going.’

‘But your clothes aren’t dry yet. I can send my eldest to get the key for you.’

‘I have a change of clothes here.’

Cecily departs to get her a towel, and George hears her do the same for Richie in the next room. His deep, cheery voice vibrates through the walls.

‘Dry socks make all the difference,’ George mutters, then stifles a yawn. After a restless night, she was up before dawn reviewing the case notes, and the tumultuous boat ride drained what little energy she had left. As if summoned by the memory, a familiar pain pulses behind her right eye and she firmly presses her thumb into the brow bone. It deepens the ache for a moment but she grits her teeth and holds it, counting to ten before exhaling and lifting her thumb. The technique only brings temporary relief; she knows she’ll need to rest soon. But rest comes after resolution, and Alan Ferguson needs her focus now.

She takes a deep breath and slaps her cheeks, willing herself to look alert. Based on her limited knowledge of Eilean Eadar, the residents are known to be wary of strangers. She wonders if that attitude is a result of their isolation; as the crow flies, where she’s standing right now in Cecily Campbell’s squashy bedroom is approximately 220 miles across wild land and sea from her own sparse flat on a bustling Glasgow street.

Her eyes flick to the door, ear cocked for Cecily’s return, and then she crosses to the window and looks out, but she can’t see far enough to the right to catch sight of the lighthouse. When researching Eadar over the past three days, she found an online forum devoted to what happened there a century or so ago. It’s the kind of spooky story that is told at high school sleepovers – a tale that has morphed from fact into folklore over the last century. She suspects it’s another reason the islanders might be mistrustful of visitors; they don’t want their home to become a ghost tour for gawking tourists.

The rain has eased – through the pattering drops, she’s able to see down to the street below. The passing of the storm seems to have coaxed residents outside. A handful of people dart between buildings, some hurry down the steps to the harbour – to check that the fenders kept their boats from being smashed against the stone, she assumes.

She half turns to pull her duffel bag towards her when a prickle runs across the now-warm skin of her neck. Keeping her movements slow, unhurried, she casually glances back at the street below.

And spots someone in a hooded coat looking up at her.

George resists the instinct to jerk back, even as the hairs on her arms rise beneath the blanket; instead, she leans closer, trying to make out the watcher’s face between the raindrops on the glass. But her vision is further marred when her breath fogs the pane, and by the time she’s wiped it away with a corner of the blanket, the watcher has disappeared into the swelling stream of residents. She scans their faces, but she didn’t get a clear look at the watcher.

When her host enters with an armful of blankets a few minutes later George is lacing up her boots, her duffel bag open on the bed beside the briefcase.

‘It’s still raining a little, but you can take the red umbrella by the door,’ Cecily says. ‘And I don’t know if Kathy has made the beds up, but I’ll send these with you. It gets bitterly cold up on the hill during the night.’

George takes the blankets from Cecily. ‘You’ve been very kind, Mrs Campbell. Thank you for everything.’

‘I’ll send one of my boys to show you to the post office. I’m sure you want to be getting on with your investigation.’ Her tone shifts, becoming pointed. ‘We all look forward to his mother finally getting the peace she deserves.’

As she hears Cecily collect Richie and lead him downstairs, George hesitates, then flicks open the latches of the briefcase. From an inner pocket, wrapped in a pair of thick socks, she withdraws a pill bottle. Pausing to listen to Richie’s muffled voice rise up from the ground floor, she swiftly pops the lid and slips a single pill into her mouth, swallowing it dry with practised ease.

Then she locks the bag and returns to her seat beside the fireplace for a few more seconds – but the warmth no longer reaches her.




CHAPTER 2

Despite Richie’s insistence that there’s room beneath the umbrella, the eldest Campbell boy is content to trot a few steps ahead of them. The storm that deposited them on the island so unceremoniously has passed over, but it is still raining lightly.

‘You’d think the wee barra enjoys getting saturated,’ Richie mutters to George, eyeing the boy with concern as the drizzle turns his blond hair a dirty brown and soaks into his thick woollen jumper. ‘Maybe he’s not altogether there.’

‘Or maybe he likes the rain,’ she says dryly. ‘Honestly, Rich, are you so old that you’ve forgotten what it’s like to enjoy little things—Oi!’ She snatches at the umbrella he’s angled off, brushing away the fat droplets that landed on her forehead and cheeks. A woman exiting a house ahead shoots them an alarmed look, then draws her hood up and hurries away.

‘I was reminding you to enjoy the little things,’ Richie says solemnly, then peers through the drizzle at their surroundings. ‘It’s a funny little place, isn’t it? Quaint.’

George ducks her head to look out from under the umbrella. Quaint might be one word for it, but it’s not a pretty street. With only the seawall between the stacked stone buildings and the harbour to protect their walls from the salty air and relentless ocean spray, every surface – from the crushed stone road underfoot to the slate roof tiles – has been stained the same shade of weathered brown, though splashes of the original paint – off-white, rusty red and more brown – are faintly visible where some persistent owners have scrubbed hard at the timber doors and window frames. The air is thick with the odour of seaweed and fish.

Navigating potholes large enough to catch paddling pools of rainwater, they pass a glass-fronted butcher, a bakery that doubles as a grocer, and other buildings with darkened windows and an air of disuse. Ahead, a man with ruddy skin smokes a cigarette, his eyes following them as they approach. Richie nods a friendly greeting.

‘Inspectors,’ the man grunts, nodding back.

Richie looks at George, bemused. ‘News travels fast.’

The road begins to slope gently upwards, and the buildings get smaller and squatter. The rain has carved deep lanes into the dirt, the water carrying sticks and leaves down to the bottom. Long grass is waging a war to reclaim the path.

Richie nudges her. ‘If you had to pick a spot for the most important building in the village, where would you put it?’

George follows his gaze and snorts. ‘As close to God as it can get?’

The brooding clouds form a sinister backdrop to Eadar’s surprisingly large stone church. A dominant presence on the skyline, it must offer a commanding – all-seeing – view over the community. A weathered iron crucifix juts into the sky from atop the steeply pitched roof. Remembering the religious imagery in the Campbell home and the way Cecily had toyed with the crucifix around her neck, George wonders if Sunday Mass is Eadar’s most popular social event.

It surprised them both that Eadar had remained a Catholic community in the staunchly Protestant northern Hebrides. No doubt the island’s isolation had helped it escape the Reformation.

She looks back down the hill at the tiny building that is the village’s only grocer. ‘Gives you an insight into their priorities, eh? Oh – I think that’s the post office up ahead.’

Cecily’s son has stopped halfway up the hill and is pointing at a whitewashed building with a cluster of notices stuck on the inside of the windows. 

Richie sends the boy running home as George ducks under the awning. Most of the notices are handwritten – someone’s cat is missing, others offer bicycle repairs and laundry services. A lone printed notice with a colour picture she recognises catches her eye.

‘Rich.’

He joins her at the window, closing the umbrella and shaking it off. ‘Ah. There he is.’

They spend a few moments looking at Alan Ferguson’s young, handsome face on the funeral notice, even though they’ve both looked at this very picture hundreds of times over the past three days – George has a photocopy tucked into the briefcase in her right hand. Wispy strands of dark blond hair frame his slim face, and his lips are parted to reveal a significant gap between his two front teeth. Rather than detracting from his looks, this small imperfection only adds to Alan’s striking appearance; George remembers Richie observing that Alan looked like a charming pickpocket from a black-and-white film.

Another picture of Alan flashes into her mind, this one a close-up of that mouth. Metal hooks stretch the full lips back. One of those front teeth is missing, the other snapped jaggedly in two. The gums are deep purple and torn open. The whole jaw is a bruise and too far to the right.

Richie gestures for her to precede him. They enter the post office with the tinkle of metal chimes, passing a worn wooden letterbox with a symbol carved into the wood. They’re greeted by a muted smell of aged paper and a low hum from a small heater that valiantly pushes stale air towards them. The space seems to be equal parts post office, library, community hub and historical society. Apparently, the posters in the windows haven’t just been placed there to be visible from the street – there’s simply no space left on the walls to hang them. Large maps of Eilean Eadar and the west coast and isles of Scotland hang alongside photos ranging from sepia to full colour, and framed newspaper clippings reveal recent examples of Eadar making the mainland headlines. October 1959 boasted a RECORD HADDOCK HAUL OFF COAST, and the past eight winners of the LEEK PIE COMPETITION have been immortalised beside a rack of yellowing worship pamphlets and wicker baskets of well-thumbed books. None of the articles reference the lighthouse. George suspects that’s on purpose.

Eyeing the heater, Richie rewards its efforts by unzipping his rain jacket a few inches. He’s wearing a crisp shirt and tie beneath a dark grey jumper. Knowing that beneath her own coat is a gaudy jumper her nan gave her for Christmas last month, George doesn’t follow suit.

There’s a counter against the far wall with a closed door behind it. On top of the counter is a stack of books tied with thick string, a bulky computer monitor beside an older model satellite phone and a tarnished silver bell. Richie looks at George hopefully. She lifts a shoulder.

The bell’s ring is sharp, drawing an impish grin from Richie. He returns to her side as they wait for someone to emerge through the rear door, which is why they’re both caught off guard when the door to the street flies open behind them.

‘Inspectors, fàilte! Thank the Lord you made it through that drizzle.’

The woman who enters with a waft of cold air is both tall and solid, the top half of her face obscured by a broad waxed rain hat. She moves with a youthful energy that’s unexpected given the long salt-and-pepper braids that swish across her chest. She is carrying a large basket in the crook of her right elbow, and the way she’s leaning to the left suggests the contents are weighty. She holds a ceramic pot with a fitted lid to her chest, and a leather satchel bounces off her hip as she strides across the room.

‘Sorry I wasn’t here to greet you,’ she says cheerfully, rounding the counter and depositing her items on the top. ‘I had to collect a few more things for the basket, and then I watched your colleagues head off back to the mainland.’ Doffing her hat to reveal lively brown eyes, she smiles at the detectives. ‘I hope you weren’t waiting long.’

George steps forward. ‘Are you Ms MacKinnon?’

‘To the children, aye. To anyone over the age of sixteen, I’m Kathy. Are you DI Lennox or Stewart?’

‘Detective Inspector Georgina Lennox,’ George says, emphasising the first two words out of habit. ‘My partner there is DI Richard Stewart.’

Kathy chews the inside of her cheek as her eyes run over George’s face. ‘I didn’t expect you to be so young.’

George works to keep the irritation from her features; she’s spent years perfecting an outward expression of cool boredom when someone measures her age against her rank. It’s exasperating when a colleague does it; with civilians …

She forces a smile. ‘I have a good moisturiser.’

It’s a joke George has used many times before, and Richie throws her a sympathetic look. But it has the intended effect on Kathy. After her peals of laughter subside, she nods towards the windows.

‘It’s a shame the clouds won’t budge. Eadar is breathtaking when the sun is shining. I hope you’ll get to see it yourself by the time you’ve finished your wee investigation.’

She slides over a thick notebook from beside the phone and opens it to a page that is divided into columns and rows, tiny handwriting filling the top third. ‘Will you be needing a ride back to the mainland tomorrow? I’ll have to check the schedule and see which crew heads that far east on a Wednesday.’

‘No need,’ Richie says. ‘Our people will return for us on Sunday morning.’

Kathy glances up. ‘You’ll be here for five nights?’

George looks at Richie, then to Kathy. ‘Was this not communicated to you over the phone?’

‘Your man on the other end said it’d be a couple of days, but I thought …’ She chuckles. ‘I think you’ll find you won’t need that much time to get around. Just this afternoon would have sufficed.’

‘Aye, well, the days are short this time of year, and we don’t want to rush anything,’ Richie says smoothly. ‘It’s important that we learn everything we can about Alan.’

Kathy’s eyes become shiny, and she retrieves a box of tissues from below the counter. ‘It’s terrible,’ she whispers, pressing a tissue to her nose. ‘A bright boy robbed of a bright future. I’m a friend of Catriona – his mother. Lord knows it was an awful shock to her. To all of us. In such a small community, every loss is a devastating blow, especially when it’s from suicide. I was with Catriona when she found out.’ She swallows thickly. ‘I can still hear her screams.’

‘I can’t imagine,’ Richie says honestly. ‘I’m a Glaswegian lad, born and raised. There are more people living on my street than there are on this whole island.’

‘We have one butcher, one church. One post office.’ She smiles sadly. ‘Everyone knows everyone and their mother and granda and sister and uncle. The only new faces come when a delivery arrives or one of the lads brings a girl home from the mainland and marries her.’

‘That’s what Mrs Campbell said.’

Humour sparks in her eyes. ‘There are three Mrs Campbells on Eilean Eadar, but I assume you mean Cecily. Lovely girl. Used to work with me in here, sorting letters and such. She’s become so much a part of the fabric of the place, I sometimes forget that she started as a mainlander.’

‘Is that an important distinction?’ George asks. Her tone only just walks the line of politeness, and Richie flicks his eyebrows at her.

To her credit, Kathy doesn’t retreat from the question. ‘We’ve a long history of our cries for help being ignored by the mainland, so we’ve learned to rely on each other. But when you make the choice to settle here properly, we welcome you with open arms.’ Her lips turn up in a smile. ‘Once you’ve seen Eadar in the sunshine, you’ll be out there deciding if you want your bedroom window to face the church or the lighthouse.’

As the last word leaves her mouth she falters, and the shine returns to her eyes. She glances towards a small framed picture beside the computer. George follows her gaze. It’s an image of a man with one arm slung almost casually around a crucifix. Curly handwriting declares him to be St Andrew.

‘Mrs Campbell informed me that a few of the fishermen headed out on their boats, despite the weather,’ George says.

‘Aye, and damned fools for it.’ Kathy grabs a heavy ledger from the counter behind her and opens it to a bookmarked page with columns and handwritten scrawls. ‘Just the one boat went out today. Left a little after three in the morning, like they do every day.’ She closes the book with a snap. ‘We have eleven trawlers in total, and each carries around five men. And women,’ she adds, with a meaningful nod at George. ‘Our girls have been getting out there for years. Started during the Great War and never stopped.’

With a population this small, George guesses that women working on the boats is less about equal opportunity and more about necessity. ‘When are they expected back?’

Kathy taps the ledger. ‘If they’re not dropping off a haul on the mainland, everyone usually signs back in by sunset. But this lot will likely head back around that time tomorrow.’ She pauses, then chuckles. ‘I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I’m simply the postmistress. I receive information and pass it on. What people do after that is their business. Now’ – she slaps her hand on the counter – ‘you’ll be wanting your keys. Give me a moment; I put them down here somewhere.’

Richie sends George a pointed look as Kathy stoops to retrieve a plastic sleeve with a wad of papers stuffed inside. She’s familiar with that look – it’s an invitation to switch who is leading an interview. It’s just a coincidence that it often arrives at the same moment her patience begins to thin. She thought she’d been doing a good job of keeping her expression smooth; the pill has muted the throbbing in her head, which is normally the cause of her irritability. But George steps away without protest and begins a casual circuit of the room, examining the pictures and posters.

Richie rests his hip against the counter. ‘Young Cecily informed me that should I have any general queries, you’re the first person I should ask.’

‘Oh, I don’t know about that,’ Kathy says in a tone that suggests otherwise. ‘I just like to be helpful, run little errands, make sure everyone’s got food on the table. You know, if I had a pound for every person who’s said, “Kathy MacKinnon, you’re a lifesaver,” I’d be a lady of leisure instead of the postmistress.’

Richie’s easy laugh earns a deep giggle from Kathy in response. George listens as Richie continues the interview she started so gently that Kathy doesn’t seem to realise it’s happening.

‘I’d wager not much happens around here without you knowing,’ he says.

‘Oh, it’s essential to keep track of when people are coming and going in my line of work. If I’m not here to receive a delivery from the mainland, it causes all sorts of trouble – it could be baby formula or medication.’

‘I get the impression that people trust you with more than just their mail.’

‘It can be hard to find an open-minded ear in a small town. People know I can keep my mouth shut.’ She smiles proudly. ‘Something said in confidence to Kathy MacKinnon never sees the light of day again.’

Richie says something in response that makes the woman giggle again. 

Rolling her eyes, George stops at a large map beside the door. From above, the island of Eilean Eadar looks like a swollen kidney with craggy divots carved into the perimeter. The topographic details indicate a shallow beach along the inner curve of the kidney, above which is the narrow harbour. Someone has neatly printed YOU ARE HERE in red marker. With her fingers George walks the path between the words across wavy lines that indicate a steep climb to where their accommodation supposedly awaits. The idea of walking up and down that hill every day for the rest of the week isn’t a prospect that fazes George, though she’s certain Richie will have a different outlook.

Her finger sweeps over a dense patch of woods in the middle of the island and lands on a black dot on the south-east coast: LIGHTHOUSE. Her eyes chart the distance between the village and the black dot. 

‘Being the postmistress for a whole village is quite a responsibility,’ Richie is saying.

‘It’s not as hard as you might think,’ Kathy replies. ‘I have some of the young ones run the letters when my knee plays up, but to be honest, we don’t get that much post. There’s only two hundred and seven of us on this rock; if you want to tell someone something, you need only stand on your front step and yell.’

‘Two hundred and six.’

Both Kathy and Richie look over at George; Richie quizzically, Kathy as though she’d forgotten George was in the room. ‘What’s that, Inspector?’

‘There’s two hundred and six people living here. Unless you already subtracted Alan Ferguson from the total.’

There’s an awkward silence.

‘Aye,’ Kathy says finally, a hand pressed to her pink neck. ‘Two hundred and six. Quite right.’ Then, as if a cloud has passed over the sun, she brightens abruptly. ‘I’m sure you’re both dying for a lie-down and a hot meal. Let me show you to Auld Sam’s.’

It takes thirty minutes to walk back through the village and up a winding dirt path to reach Samuel Nicholson’s croft on the hill. Thankfully the rain has stopped at last, but the mud is treacherous underfoot.

‘The sun won’t be showing its face anytime soon, though,’ Kathy remarks, puffing lightly. Her breaths fog in the frigid air. ‘Look how thick those clouds are. We’re in for more rain today.’

George shifts the strap of her duffel bag to her other shoulder with a wince. Being a police officer requires a certain level of fitness, but carrying two heavy bags uphill while treading carefully is testing even her endurance.

Remarkably, Kathy hasn’t even broken a sweat, despite the fact that she’s still carrying the ceramic pot and basket, which contains their provisions for the night.

‘Does it ever snow here?’ George asks, looking around. The rolling hills are currently a patchwork of fresh mud, wiry grass and scattered stones that have been bleached white by the salty wind. She can’t imagine how a change in seasons could bring life to such a bleak place, but perhaps Kathy is right about the transformative powers of sunlight.

‘Only occasionally, because of the Gulf Stream,’ Kathy says, falling into step with her. ‘But I found a report about a snowstorm so heavy that even the lighthouse’s lantern was obscured.’ After a moment, she quietly adds, ‘The keepers were very anxious.’

George glances at her sideways. ‘How do you know that?’ 

‘When the lighthouse was in use, the resident keepers kept logbooks.’

She nods, pressing her lips together against a wave of questions.

As if appreciating her restraint, Kathy continues unprompted. ‘They complained about the rain and the cold, and celebrated the odd burst of sunshine, but there’s one entry from, oh, I think it was October 1918, where they describe how thick the snow was falling. It says that two of the men stayed up in the dome all night, brushing down the windows with a broom so that passing ships could see the light.’ She pauses, looking up. ‘I believe their words were, “Snow falls on Eadar like a blanket.”’

George hesitates. ‘In 1918?’

Kathy’s expression changes. ‘This island has been populated on and off for millennia – did you know that?’ she asks, her tone bitter. ‘Found tools in the ground dating back to the Iron Age. Pottery, too, and artefacts from when the first settlers from Ireland arrived here, and from later when the Vikings came. But you’ll never see us in the history books for all that. It’ll always just be that bloody story.’

‘I don’t know much about it,’ George hedges. ‘From what I’ve read, it seems like people have taken liberty with the facts over time.’

Kathy’s lips tighten. ‘What has your reading told you?’

‘Just that the lighthouse was decommissioned in 1919, shortly after the last three keepers, um … disappeared. I believe it was two older men and a boy of around nineteen.’

‘So far, all true.’

George takes that for permission to continue. ‘I read that the keepers weren’t locals. They were part of a rotation around these outer islands, and replacements came every three months. But when the replacement crew arrived, the keepers were gone. And the way things were left was’ – she hesitates again – ‘odd.’

Kathy sighs. ‘Two oilskin coats hung by the door, and there was fresh oil in the lamps and a fire dying in the grate,’ she recites, like she’s reading from a shopping list. ‘The crew asked all the locals where the keepers had gone, but nobody knew. It was as if that morning all three of them had woken up and vanished in the rain. Is that what they say on the mainland?’

George shrugs, trying to downplay how much she absorbed from the online forum. ‘Maybe they had an argument and one of them tossed the others off the cliff, then escaped on a boat. Or they were lured into the water by sirens, or driven mad by some insidious island spirit.’

Kathy huffs a laugh. ‘Do they not suspect the locals?’

‘I’m sure that came up.’ It had actually been one of the main theories, accompanied by speculation about the savage and backward residents of an island barely grazed by civilisation, but George isn’t game to tell Kathy as much. ‘If that’s the case, maybe the keepers caused some trouble in the village,’ she says lightly. ‘Maybe they weren’t good men.’

‘Aye, well. It can be hard to tell sometimes.’

‘So you have the logbooks? I would have thought they’d be in a museum.’

‘Someone would actually have to come here to get them.’ She brightens with an idea. ‘Would you like to read them? The paper is thin, and some sections have been rubbed away, but there are lots of fascinating bits and pieces about the island. What things were like back then.’

‘Oh, uh … sure.’ She can’t think of anything she’d rather do less than thumb through delicate dusty tomes, but she’s certain Kathy would take the rejection personally. ‘Do you think it’s the story that keeps people away? Or something else?’

‘Well, the distance doesn’t help. But a few of us are campaigning for change, trying to encourage tourism. It’s an uphill battle with some of the older folks, but we’re making progress.’

George’s hair lifts in a ribbon of wind, sending a shiver down her spine. She claps a hand to her head and smooths the curls down around her ears. ‘So what do you think happened to them? The keepers.’

Kathy sighs again, a plaintive sound. ‘I suspect it’s the same thing that’s brought you here now.’

They walk in contemplative quiet for a moment.

‘So, you’re the postmistress, tour guide and local historian?’

‘A community like this only survives because everyone takes on a few jobs. Even our priest works on the boats from time to time.’ Kathy looks sideways at George. ‘Though I suppose being a police inspector in the city must keep you quite busy. You probably see more tragedy in a day than we do in a decade.’

George wonders if Alan Ferguson’s death is their tragedy of this decade. ‘I’m sure I get about as much time off as you do,’ is what she decides to say aloud.

They stick to lighter topics as they continue up the never-ending incline, Kathy asking increasingly personal questions that George expertly evades. Having left the tourist-heavy centre of Edinburgh to cut her teeth as a constable patrolling the streets of Glasgow, George is used to deflecting unwanted attention. Despite the uniform, civilians and colleagues alike presumed that her youth and pretty face made her either fair game or a pushover. But as time passed, and she clawed her way up through the ranks, she learned that changing their minds wasn’t as simple as proving her worth – sometimes you had to strike first. The only thing that stops a bully is throwing the first punch.

‘Are you married?’ Kathy asks.

George channels her irritation into a sigh. Even if she wasn’t at work, it would be an inappropriate question for a complete stranger to ask. But either Kathy’s lack of experience with law enforcement is showing, or she’s used to stepping over personal boundaries like they’re drawn in chalk. Regardless, Kathy’s genuine interest is so different from the leering faces she’s used to that she begrudgingly answers in the negative.

And regrets it immediately.

‘I’ll have to introduce you to a few of the young men in the village,’ Kathy says eagerly. ‘All very responsible, reliable, and never say no to a hard day’s work.’

‘That won’t be necessary.’ Or wanted.

Kathy’s expression suggests she’s affronted that George isn’t interested in a line-up of Eadar’s eligible bachelors, but she lets it go as she turns to call back down the hill. ‘How are you going, DI Stewart?’

Richie’s cheeks and nose are bright red from both cold and exertion, and his cheery attitude has vanished sometime in the last thirty minutes. ‘How far away is this bloody house?’ he pants, loosening his tie as he draws level with them.

‘Just around the next bend,’ Kathy says encouragingly.

Despite Richie’s weak protests, they slow to his pace for the final stretch, and soon spot a low, hand-thrown stone structure that has clearly been subjected to many half-hearted renovations over its life. By virtue of its kingly position, Samuel Nicholson’s croft has escaped the fate of its ocean-side kin. The stones are weathered but not deteriorated, the colour off-white rather than brown. Small windows with frosted glass are set deep into the walls, and a chimney sticks out of the thick thatched roof at a slight angle. To the rear is a small shed.

‘You’ll want to get the fire going right away,’ Kathy says as they approach the front door. ‘I got one of the lads to stack some wood beside the fireplace, and you’ve got more in the shed just there. Once you start the fire, don’t let it go out.’

She unlocks the flaking wooden door, preceding them into the croft. Richie follows her in immediately, but George lingers outside for a minute.

Despite the miserable weather, the view from the top of Nicholson’s hill is … well, nicer than she expected. From this position she can see the whole island: to the left is the village, where every chimney smokes relentlessly; straight ahead are several fenced paddocks that abut the dense copse of woods she saw on the map; and all the way across the slope to the right is the lighthouse, standing solitary on the cliff edge. And in every direction she turns is the sea, crushed slate and white foam, seabirds taking to the sky now that the rain has stopped. George is surprised to note the lack of salt in the air that lifts her hair again; it smells fresh and clean, untainted. She fishes her phone from her pocket, but with a sinking feeling sees that, even though she’s standing at the highest point of Eadar, the reception flickers between one bar and SOS.

‘Come on out of the cold, Inspector! We’re lighting the fire.’

Filling her lungs once more, she turns for the door – and notices something on the lintel above her head. Rocking up onto her toes, she sees that a small double spiral has been carved painstakingly into the timber, the even circles speaking to a steady hand. It looks old, put there by Samuel’s father or grandfather, perhaps. She wonders if it’s a family crest, or if someone was just bored one day.

The tour of the interior takes less than a minute. The entire residence smells of wood smoke and dust, clouds of which are stirred up as they move through the space. Kathy shows them a small bedroom with a low double bed, a tiny bathroom ‘with proper plumbing’ that George has to bend her knees slightly to enter, and a sparse area that Kathy describes generously as ‘the great room’, which combines the kitchen, dining and sitting rooms. A window above the sink faces out towards the woodshed. The only furniture is a scarred timber table with two chairs and a squashy two-seater couch. The only decoration is a large hand-carved crucifix on the wall.

‘Samuel didn’t entertain much,’ Kathy says in the silence concluding their tour.

It takes three attempts to persuade Kathy to leave – she insists upon showing them how to light the tricky stove and pointing out the tiny generator that provides electricity. George lets Richie handle the negotiations; the pressure in her head is returning
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