

    
        
          Second Chance, Santa Verdana

        

        
        
          Gerry Skoyles

        

        
          Published by Gerry Skoyles, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SECOND CHANCE, SANTA VERDANA

    

    
      First edition. July 23, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Gerry Skoyles.

    

    
    
      Written by Gerry Skoyles.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Also By Gerry Skoyles

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

[image: ]


The engine caught on the third attempt, coughing itself into a low, contented thrum that vibrated through the worn teak of the deck planks and settled somewhere in the soles of Dan Whitmore’s bare feet. He allowed himself a small, private smile—the sort of unguarded, foolish expression he’d have been deeply embarrassed to let anyone see back in London.

Second Chance. He’d never quite settled on whether the name suited the boat or the man who had spent the last two years scraping her hull, and had decided in the end it hardly mattered. Out here, names were mostly for the benefit of the harbour authority anyway.

The boat rocked gently against the green-slimed timbers of the jetty as the morning heat began to press down on the harbour like a damp hand. It was barely half-past six, but the air already had that syrupy quality he'd never quite got used to. It was a heat you didn't just feel; you inhaled it—salt, diesel fumes, and the sweet tang of rotting fruit from the skips behind the market.

Behind him, Santa Verdana was waking up in its usual unhurried fashion. A stray dog barked half-heartedly near the fish market, answered by the distant rattle of Elton's iron shutters going up outside the chandlery. From the terrace above the harbour wall, the breeze carried down the smell of someone's breakfast frying—plantains and saltfish, a combination that had once turned Dan's stomach but now made his mouth water.

Three years. Three years since he’d traded a damp flat in Surrey and a commuter train that smelled of wet wool for this. He still had to remind himself, most mornings, that this was actually his life now, and not some incredibly vivid, medically induced coma.

He crouched down into the cramped engine housing, the heat of the compartment immediately radiating against his face, and checked the belt tension out of habit rather than necessity. The marine mechanic he’d paid a small fortune to fly in from Antigua last month had done a thorough, almost obsessive job, but old habits died exceptionally hard. Particularly the ones that involved not trusting other people’s thoroughness.

It was, he reflected as he wiped a smudge of grease from the alternator belt, roughly the same instinct that had once made him triple-check witness statements at two in the morning in a fluorescent-lit incident room, back when his working life had involved rather more paperwork and fewer tropical cocktails.

Detective Sergeant Whitmore. Even the title felt like a costume he’d worn once, long ago, ill-fitting and restrictive even at the time.

He straightened up, his knees cracking in a way that reminded him he wasn't twenty-five anymore, and wiped his hands on a rag that had seen better decades. He looked out at the bay. The water was doing its usual trick of shifting through a dozen shades of blue—pale turquoise near the shallows, deepening to indigo where the shelf dropped into the channel.

Nine years with the Metropolitan Police, the last two of them buried in a fraud case so labyrinthine it had required its own dedicated filing cabinet and two separate server partitions, had left him with very little. He had a decent pension he couldn’t touch yet, a bad left shoulder from a stakeout in a Peckham car park that had gone sideways on a rainy Tuesday, and a profound, bone-deep scepticism about human nature that he was, slowly and with considerable effort, un-learning.

That, and Aunt Marguerite.

He still thought of her with a kind of bemused, affectionate fondness. She was a great-aunt he’d met perhaps four times in his life. The most memorable occasion had been at a family funeral where she had turned up wearing a black straw hat the size of a satellite dish, drank three glasses of sweet sherry, and told him, apropos of nothing, that policemen had no imagination whatsoever.

‘You’re all so busy looking for clues,’ she’d said, peering at him through rhinestone-encrusted spectacles, ‘that you completely miss the plot.’

It turned out she’d meant it as a professional assessment rather than a personal insult. When she had died, two years after that funeral, her London solicitor had rung him with the sort of news usually reserved for daytime television or bad novels. She had left him a modest fortune, invested decades ago in mid-century utility companies and quietly compounding ever since, along with a bafflingly generous forty-percent stake in a beachfront development on an island Dan had actually had to look up on a globe.

‘You always seemed like a young man who needed permission to do something reckless,’ the solicitor had read aloud, his voice dry as parchment, quoting from a letter Marguerite had apparently dictated to her nurse not long before the end. ‘Consider this your permission.’

He’d handed in his resignation four months later, ignoring the raised eyebrows of his inspector and the outright disbelief of his colleagues, who assumed he was having a very public, very premature mid-life crisis.

The boat had been his first real project. He’d bought her half-wrecked from a depressed Frenchman in Marigot who had lost both his inheritance and his interest in restoring her. Bringing her back to life had taken the better part of a year. Dan had done almost all of it himself, a fact his old inspector would have found hilarious given that Dan’s DIY skills in London had previously extended to wobbly flat-pack wardrobes and not much else.

But there was a meditative, quiet logic to the work that had suited him. Sanding teak, varnishing, bleeding fuel lines—it was methodical, physical, and entirely free of witness statements or CPS guidelines. By the time he’d finished sanding down the last of the old, cracked varnish and repainting the hull a deep, unfashionable forest green, he’d more or less stopped waking up at four in the morning with his heart going like a pneumatic drill.

Mostly stopped, anyway.

‘You’re doing the face again,’ said a voice from the jetty.

Dan didn’t need to turn round to know it was Cordell. Cordell ran the dive shop two berths down, possessed an encyclopaedic knowledge of local gossip, and had appointed himself, without consultation, as Dan’s unofficial conscience and chief tormentor.

‘What face,’ Dan said, keeping his back to him as he closed the engine hatch.

‘The one where you’re thinking about London.’ Cordell ambled down the wooden planks, a steaming mug of black coffee in one hand, looking entirely too awake and pleased with himself for half-past six. He was wearing his usual uniform of faded board shorts, a salt-stained rash vest, and a pair of sunglasses pushed up onto his shaved head. ‘You get a sort of constipated look. Very intense. Like you’re trying to remember if you left the oven on in 2018.’

‘That’s just my face, Cordell. It’s called gravity.’

‘Tragic, if true.’ Cordell leaned against the boat's rigging, peering past Dan into the spotless cockpit. ‘Full house today?’

‘Six booked for the morning snorkel,’ Dan said, checking the clipboard dangling from the companionway hatch. ‘Sunset cruise has got four, so far. Assuming the Hendersons haven’t changed their minds again.’

‘They’ll change them,’ Cordell said cheerfully, taking a long pull of his coffee. ‘They’re staying at the Palms. People at the Palms don’t make decisions; they make suggestions. You still doing the reef stop?’

Dan hesitated, his fingers tracing the edge of the clipboard. ‘Depends on the current. There was something odd out there on Tuesday. The sand was all churned up round the old ship wreck, much further out than the swell usually gets it. It looked... wrong.’

He frowned, the old, dormant instinct twitching faintly in his chest like a nerve that hadn’t quite died. It was the same feeling he used to get when a suspect’s story was just a fraction too neat.

‘Probably nothing,’ Dan muttered, trying to dismiss it. ‘Maybe a shift in the deep currents.’

‘Probably a tiger shark having a strop,’ Cordell said, unhelpfully. ‘Or some idiots from the yacht club dragging their anchor because they don’t know how to read a chart.’ He tapped the side of the hull with his knuckles. ‘Don’t go overthinking it, Inspector. The fish don’t care about your theories.’

With that, Cordell turned and wandered back towards his own dive boat, whistling a tinny, unrecognizable reggae tune, leaving Dan alone with the hum of his engine and his own stubborn thoughts.

By nine o’clock, the peace of the early morning had vanished, replaced by the loose, cheerful chaos of a tourist departure.

The jetty was a battlefield of beach towels, oversized straw hats, and the chemical scent of coconut suncream. A small child in a neon-orange rash vest was being firmly told by his mother that no, the yellow-tail snappers in the shallows did not want to be fed salt-and-vinegar crisps.

Dan stood by the boarding gate, running through his passenger list with the easy, practiced patter he’d spent three years perfecting. He asked where they were from, how they were enjoying the island, and if anyone was particularly prone to motion sickness—all while quietly doing the thing he’d sworn he’d stop doing when he handed in his warrant card.

He was noticing.

It wasn't suspicion; it was just a lingering, incurable attention to detail. He noted who stood where, who watched whom, and which member of a group held the wallets. He immediately pegged Mr Henderson—a pale, slightly sweaty man in a brand-new tropical shirt—as the one who would be violently ill the moment they cleared the shelter of the harbour wall. He could see it in the way the man was shifting his weight, trying to look breezy while staring at the gentle swell with absolute dread.

The last passenger to arrive was a woman on her own. She was walking down the wooden jetty with the slightly too-purposeful, rapid stride of someone who was determined to enjoy her holiday even if it killed her.

She was in her late twenties or early thirties, with sandy-blonde hair scraped back into a sensible, no-nonsense ponytail. Her sunglasses—large, dark, and expensive—did very little to disguise the tight line of her jaw or the fact that she had been frowning intensely at her phone for the entirety of her walk down from the taxi drop-off. She wore a simple linen shirt over a dark swimsuit, but she lacked the relaxed, slouching posture of the other tourists. She looked like she was marching into a boardroom.

‘Sorry—is this the eleven o’clock?’ she asked, stopping at the gangway, slightly out of breath. ‘Whitmore Charters?’

‘Depends who’s asking,’ Dan said.

It was meant to come out as a warm, island-style joke, but three years of beach life hadn’t fully sanded down his copper's edges. Instead, it sounded a little too much like an interrogation.

The woman blinked at him, her guard instantly going up. She lowered her sunglasses slightly, revealing sharp, intelligent grey eyes that took him in with a single, scanning sweep. ‘Emily Hartley. I booked online yesterday. I have the confirmation email right here, if you need to see it—’

‘No, no. Sorry,’ Dan said quickly, offering an apologetic smile. ‘That was a joke. A poor one, admittedly. My humour is still a work in progress.’ He held out a hand to help her onto the deck.

She hesitated for a fraction of a second—the kind of microscopic pause that suggested she had learned, probably the hard way, to be careful about hands offered too readily by strangers. When she did take it, her grip was firm, her skin dry despite the mounting heat.

‘Dan Whitmore,’ he said as she stepped aboard. ‘Welcome to the Second Chance.’

Emily looked around the pristine deck, her gaze lingering on the brass fittings he’d spent three hours polishing the night before. ‘That’s an ominous name for a boat.’

‘It was either that or the Aunt Marguerite,’ Dan replied, guiding her toward the stern. ‘And I decided against saddling twenty-six feet of fibreglass with that kind of psychological baggage.’

Something in Emily’s expression shifted—the briefest ghost of a smile that she seemed determined not to fully commit to. She looked at him again, more closely this time. ‘Well. Let’s hope she lives up to the new one.’

She settled herself at the far end of the stern bench, away from the chatter of the Henderson family. Her phone was finally, pointedly, tucked away into a large canvas tote bag.

As she shoved the phone inside, the bag gaped open, and Dan’s eyes automatically locked onto a stiff, plastic document folder poking out of the top. It was blue, secured with a thick elastic band, and packed with what looked like typed A4 sheets, some of them marked with yellow highlighter. It was the kind of folder you brought to a legal deposition or a corporate audit, not a casual snorkelling trip in the Caribbean.

Not really on holiday, then, he thought.

Then he caught himself and mentally dragged his gaze away. He told himself, quite firmly, that it was absolutely none of his business, and walked forward to cast off the bow lines.

The engine rumbled, the exhaust bubbling underwater as he backed the boat out of its slip. The bay opened out ahead of them, a vast expanse of impossible, sparkling blue, and for a moment—just a moment—Dan Whitmore forgot about churned-up sand, old wrecks, and the cold grey streets of London.

Instead, he found himself thinking about the way Emily Hartley had looked directly at him, as if she were trying to solve a puzzle of her own.

He put it down to nothing. He was, after all, entirely out of the habit of noticing people for the right reasons. But as he pushed the throttle forward and felt the bow rise against the first gentle wave of the open sea, he had a nagging suspicion that his quiet life was about to get complicated.
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Emily Hartley had promised herself, somewhere over the dark, empty expanse of the Atlantic, that she would not spend this holiday checking her phone.

She had made this promise with the absolute, white-knuckled sincerity of someone who had spent the preceding eleven months living on black coffee, adrenaline, and adrenaline’s bitter aftertaste. In those eleven months, she had personally uncovered £2.3 million in misappropriated funds at a mid-sized logistics firm in Yorkshire, sat through four days of excruciatingly hostile cross-examination from the firm’s defence barrister—a man who treated her professional integrity like a personal insult—and then come home to find that Ken had been doing his own quiet bit of misappropriating.

Theirs was a relationship three years, one shared mortgage application, and a jointly chosen, extremely expensive velvet sofa. Yet Ken had decided to invest a rather significant portion of his emotional capital in a twenty-four-year-old paralegal named Sasha.

‘You’re just impossible to relax around, Emily,’ he’d told her as he packed his bags, his voice carrying the defensive, self-righteous weight of a man who believed his own excuses. He spoke as though her inability to wind down were a mitigating factor in his infidelity, rather than a direct consequence of it. ‘You’re always auditing everything. It’s like living with a permanent tax inspection.’

As if noticing that their joint account had developed a mysterious £400 leak every month—coincidentally spent at boutique hotels in the Cotswolds and high-end sushi restaurants—were some kind of pathological character flaw, rather than the exact skill set he’d been perfectly happy to benefit from when she’d spent three weekends straight sorting out his self-assessment tax returns.

So: no phone-checking. A full, glorious week of not auditing a single thing. No ledgers, no bank statements, no suspicious receipts. She had brought a folder—yes, fine, she had brought a bright yellow plastic folder with indexed dividers, because a complete lack of structure made her skin itch—but it contained a laminated map of the island, a printed list of recommended snorkelling spots, and nothing work-related. She felt this was a highly reasonable compromise between relaxing and descending into complete personal chaos.

She had broken the phone promise approximately four minutes after stepping over the threshold of her hotel room that morning.

A single, shrill chime had announced an email from Julian, her line manager. The subject line, written in the aggressive block-capitals of a man who didn't understand the concept of time zones, read: URGENT – Pemberton file, need your eyes.

She’d spent the entire walk down to the harbour composing, deleting, and re-composing a reply in her head. She needed something that struck the precise, delicate chord of I am currently on annual leave in a different hemisphere and physically cannot help you, without actually saying anything so confrontational. In her firm, asserting boundaries was often viewed as a form of mild treason.

Which was almost certainly why she’d nearly missed the boat.

And which was also why the boat’s owner had made that dry, testing little joke—‘depends who’s asking’—in a voice pitched exactly halfway between teasing charm and mild, professional suspicion. It was as though he’d clocked, in the four seconds it took her to stumble down the wooden jetty, that she was the exact sort of person who arrived at leisure activities late, breathless, and carrying a colour-coded document wallet.

Which, in fairness, she was.

He was significantly better looking than his website photograph, a fact she resented on pure principle. The online profile for Whitmore Charters had featured a perfectly pleasant, sun-creased man leaning against a brass rail with the easy, blank smile that travel companies always selected from stock images. In the flesh, he possessed the same deep tan and the same thick, dark hair—greying very slightly at the temples in a way that felt unfair on someone who couldn't be older than thirty-six—but there was an edge to him that the camera had missed.

A distinct watchfulness, she thought, settling herself onto the bench at the stern as the boat’s twin diesel engines rumbled to life, pushing them away from the sun-bleached concrete of the jetty. As the other six passengers had boarded, he had taken in the whole queue in about the time it took her to locate her sunglasses. It wasn't the casual, friendly headcount of a tour operator checking he had the right number of life jackets. It was something else. A bouncer clocking a crowded room. A teacher sizing up a difficult class.

Stop it, she told herself, firmly gripping the edge of the wooden seat as the boat cleared the harbour wall. You have been single for exactly four months. Everyone with a sharp jawline and an observant eye is not a security threat.

Though it would, she reflected with a quiet sigh, be nice if just once in her life her professional instincts and her personal ones could agree on a single, uncomplicated thing.

‘First time in Santa Verdana?’ he asked, raising his voice slightly over the steady thrum of the engine.

They had cleared the sheltered waters of the bay, and the boat had settled into an easy, rolling rhythm across a sea so impossibly clear she could see the seabed sliding by beneath them—ribbons of pale white sand interspersed with deep, dark patches of coral.

‘First time anywhere, this year, that doesn't feature a departures board,’ Emily said. She heard the dry, clipped note in her own voice and winced. ‘Sorry. That was meant to sound much lighter than it actually did.’

‘No, I appreciate the honesty.’ He offered a small, crooked smile, his eyes remaining fixed on the water ahead, navigating the shallow channel with casual ease. ‘Most people tell me they’ve been dreaming of the island’s natural beauty for years, and then spend the first forty minutes of the cruise trying to get a signal.’ He nodded, not unkindly, at the canvas bag by her feet, where the corner of the yellow folder was still sticking out like an accusation. ‘You strike me as someone who might be fighting that particular battle.’

‘I strike you as a lot of things today, apparently,’ she said, raising an eyebrow.

‘Occupational hazard,’ he replied.

The response was light, but something flickered behind his grey eyes—a shadow, there and gone so quickly she might have imagined it, like a fish darting beneath a ledge. He turned back to the wheel, raising his voice to address the rest of the boat.

‘Right, ladies and gents. If everyone could budge up a bit, we’ll do the reef stop first while the light’s directly overhead. After that, we’ll head round to the west cove for lunch. Anyone who wants to swim, now’s your moment. Anyone who wants to keep their dignity intact, feel free to stay dry and judge the rest of us from the deck.’

A ripple of polite laughter went through the small crowd. The German couple near the bow smiled warmly, and the hyperactive eight-year-old boy who had spent the last ten minutes trying to feed his salted crisps to the gulls immediately announced his intention to swim all the way to America.

Emily, despite herself, laughed too—a genuine, unguarded sound that felt unfamiliar in her own throat. It was the first relaxed noise she’d made since standing in the security queue at Gatwick.

Dan glanced back at her, just for a fraction of a second, with the quiet, focused look of a man filing a detail away for future reference.

The reef, when they reached it, was spectacular enough to silence even the small boy.

Emily had snorkelled only twice before, both times in heavily touristed, overcrowded spots off the coast of Tenerife where the coral had the grey, calcified look of something dying slowly and politely under the weight of too many tourists. This was different. Here, great cathedral-arches of brain coral rose from the sea floor, populated by schools of fish in colours so bright they looked almost implausible, like a child’s drawing brought to life. Beneath it all lay that deep, rhythmic hush that came from being somewhere genuinely wild.

She hung back from the other passengers, treading water near the stern of the boat, enjoying the cool weightlessness of the sea. She noticed Dan was doing the same—not joining the swim, but leaning against the transom, his eyes scanning the water with that same intense watchfulness he’d displayed on the jetty.

She swam closer, pulling her mask up onto her forehead. ‘You don’t fancy a dip?’

‘Someone’s got to keep count,’ he said, his voice quiet. His gaze wasn’t on the swimming tourists, though. He was looking at a patch of seabed further out, near the edge of the reef’s drop-off, where the white sand looked oddly disturbed. It was churned into uneven, jagged ridges, unlike the smooth, wind-swept undulations everywhere else. ‘That wasn't like that last Tuesday.’

Emily frowned, squinting through the glare on the water. ‘What wasn’t?’

‘Nothing.’ He caught himself quickly, the relaxed tour-guide mask slipping back into place. ‘Just the current shifting the sand around the old wreck. Local hazard. Nothing to worry about.’

He said it in the exact tone of a man who had made a conscious, executive decision not to alarm a paying customer. It was a tone Emily knew intimately. It was the voice company directors used when they assured her that the missing invoices were simply a filing error, or that the offshore subsidiary was just for tax efficiency. It was the voice of a man who was, in fact, deeply worried.

Emily, who had spent over a decade developing a highly tuned, almost supernatural instinct for the precise gap between ‘nothing to worry about’ and ‘something is terribly wrong but I’m paid to lie to you’, filed the observation away with quiet, professional efficiency.

‘What wreck?’ she asked, keeping her tone casual.

‘An old trading vessel. Went down in a gale sometime in the late 1800s, according to the records at the harbour office—not that anyone around here is terribly precise about dates,’ he said, though his eyes didn't leave the disturbed patch of sand. ‘Local kids dive down looking for brass buttons and old bottles, mostly. There’s nothing valuable enough down there to attract real trouble.’

He muttered the last part almost to himself, as if he were testing the statement to see if he still believed it.

‘But?’ she prompted gently.

He looked down at her then, his gaze dropping to meet hers. There was a sharp, assessing quality to it now, the very same look she gave a set of company accounts that refused to balance.

‘But nothing,’ he said softly. ‘Sorry. Occupational hazard, like I said. I used to be the sort of person who got paid to look at things and assume the worst. It’s a difficult habit to break.’

Emily tilted her head, wiping a trickle of salt water from her eye. ‘What did you used to be, then?’

‘Go on, have a guess.’

‘Tax inspector,’ she said, her face entirely deadpan.

She had the immense satisfaction of watching him actually laugh—a loud, barking laugh of genuine surprise that mirrored her own earlier reaction. For a moment, the professional distance between them vanished.

‘Close,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Detective sergeant. Met Police, fraud squad, nine years.’ He spoke lightly, but it was the calculated lightness of someone who had practiced saying the words without letting the accompanying weight show. ‘And you? Let me guess. Something involving a great deal of tea, far too many spreadsheets, and a complete lack of appreciation.’

Emily opened her mouth to offer her standard, well-rehearsed deflection—oh, just boring corporate advisory stuff, nothing you’d want to hear about on a boat—but found, to her own quiet surprise, that she didn't want to lie to him.

‘Forensic accountant,’ she said. ‘I find where people have hidden the money they’ve stolen, and then I explain to a jury exactly how they thought they were going to get away with it.’

Something shifted between them then—a silent, mutual spark of recognition. It was the unique, unspoken understanding shared by two people who had both spent their youth being professionally suspicious of the charming, eloquent people who ran the world.

‘Well,’ Dan said after a long moment, a slow, genuine smile spreading across his face as he looked down at her. ‘In that case, I don’t suppose you’ve got any pressing holiday plans for tomorrow, Miss Hartley?’

‘I was planning to lie on a sun lounger, read a very thick book, and pointedly pretend that numbers do not exist.’

‘A real shame,’ he said, turning back toward the controls. He pressed the starter, and the rumble of the engine drowned out whatever he said next—though Emily thought, as she grabbed the ladder to climb back aboard, that the final word might have been a very quiet, very intrigued, ‘Pity.’

She climbed onto the deck, dripping wet, and decided that she would allow herself to think about that word for the rest of the afternoon. Just a little. Without immediately auditing it for hidden liabilities.
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The morning heat was already a heavy, physical presence by eight o’clock, rising from the cracked tarmac of the coastal road in shimmering waves that smelled of dry dust, hot diesel, and salt.

Emily liked the lack of a sign immediately. It felt like a small, stubborn act of defiance against the glossy tourist brochures stacked in the lobby of her hotel three miles up the coast.

The only indication that the place existed at all was a hand-painted wooden board, propped at a slant against a weathered blue fishing net. It read, in irregular white capitals: ROSA’S – EAT HERE OR DON’T, I’M NOT FUSSED.

Behind it, three mismatched plastic tables and a handful of rusting metal chairs sat in the mottled shade of a canopy that might once have been a proper corrugated roof, but was now mostly a wild, choking tangle of purple bougainvillea.

She had stumbled across it on her second morning, escaping the sterile, air-conditioned buffet of her resort in search of something that did not taste of cardboard and institutional hospitality. She had been drawn in by the rich, savoury scent of something frying in lard, and the muffled sound of a woman singing cheerfully off-key to a transistor radio that seemed to receive exactly one crackling station.

The woman behind the counter—fifty-something, with forearms like a Thames docker and a smile that arrived before she had even looked up from her chopping board—had taken one glance at Emily, who was hovering uncertainly by the doorway, adjusting her sunglasses.

‘You look like you need the saltfish and you don‘t know it yet,’ the woman had said, her voice a warm, molasses-thick drawl.

It turned out to be entirely correct. The dish was a revelation of salted cod, onions, peppers, and heavy, sweet fried bakes that sat beautifully in Emily’s jet-lagged stomach.

‘Rosa,’ the woman had announced, by way of introduction, wiping a hand vigorously on a flour-dusted apron before reaching across the counter to give Emily’s hand a firm, skin-stretching shake. ‘You’re new. You’re also not sunburnt yet, which means you haven’t been here more than twenty-four hours.’

‘Two days, actually,’ Emily had replied, nursing a mug of tea that was strong enough to paint a fence. ‘Though I spent most of yesterday hiding under a canopy. I went out on a boat trip. Whitmore Charters.’

Something shifted, very slightly, in Rosa’s broad, cheerful face. It was not an unfriendly change, but a sudden, quiet assessment, the same way Dan himself had looked at her when she had stepped onto his jetty. Emily was beginning to suspect that everyone on this island possessed a touch of the same watchful quality, as though the relentless sun and the salt air bred a particular species of person who noticed every detail, filed it away, and said absolutely nothing to outsiders.

‘Dan’s boat,’ Rosa had said. She spoke as if commenting on the likelihood of afternoon rain, turning back to scrape a mountain of diced onions into a sizzling pan. ‘Good man, that one. Bit haunted, mind, but good.’

Before Emily could ask what precisely Dan Whitmore was supposed to be haunted by—whether it was the ghost of a past career, a lost love, or just the general melancholy that seemed to cling to him like damp sea spray—Rosa had waved a spatula dismissively. ‘Sit down, love. I’ll bring you coffee you didn’t ask for and food you’ll thank me for.’

So Emily sat. She returned the next morning, and the one after that. She told herself it was because the saltfish was the best breakfast she‘d had in years, which was true enough. But if she was honest with herself—and as a forensic accountant whose entire life in London was built on cold, unyielding balance sheets, she preferred to be honest—there was another reason.

Rosa’s café was situated two doors down from the marina office. The office was a low, whitewashed breeze-block building with a peeling blue door, and if Emily timed her morning tea just right, she could sit under the bougainvillea and watch the marina gates.

Through the green plastic mesh of the fence, she could occasionally catch a glimpse of Dan. He was usually carrying something heavy—a wooden crate of engine parts, a coil of thick hawser rope, or a pair of diesel cans—moving with a slow, economical grace
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