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Philippa East, author of Little White Lies

‘A gripping read, exposing the dark lies at the heart of a supposedly perfect life. Pacy, with well-drawn characters you care about. The perfect thriller!’

Louise Mumford, author of The Hotel

‘An incredibly tense psychological thriller that grips you from the very first page. The suspense is utterly breathtaking.’

Victoria Dowd, author of The Smart Woman’s Guide to Murder

‘A carefully crafted, clever novel with plenty of twists, suspense and red herrings. A sparkling and satisfying read.’
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Author’s Note

In my twenties, I spent four months working at a hotel in Corsica. I fell in love with the island – its mix of Caribbean-style beaches, lush vegetation and snowcapped mountains – and when I became an author, I knew I wanted to write a book set there. But when I began researching Corsican history and culture, I had no idea of the riches I would uncover. Or how perfect Corsica would prove to be as the backdrop for a dark psychological thriller.

In Someone in the Water, you will be introduced to the mazzeri legend. While the book is a work of fiction, the mazzeri legend is a real, and deeply rooted, part of Corsica’s mystical culture, and it reflects the island’s history of invasion and passionate commitment to independence over centuries. While I do take some slight poetic licence with the details, I have tried to portray the legend authentically, and I thought it would be helpful to provide this context before you start reading.

I hope you enjoy discovering all of Corsica’s secrets as much as I have.



   

Prologue

1st August 2025

It’s dark.

More than dark. Pure, perfect blackness, the type that makes you wonder if you really exist. Whether you might be floating in space, or some other unknown dimension.

A noise pulls Lola back to the room. Rustling.

She imagines rats scurrying across the floor.

Spiders crawling.

She closes her eyes, feels the slow trickle of salty tears down her face.

Why didn’t she listen? Trust her mum’s judgement?

In her black hole, the images come for her. Dead strangers. Grieving mothers. Wild animals being chased through forests by hooded warriors.

A faceless killer.

And him.

There’s that noise again but coming from a different direction. Or is it a different noise? Rustling, yes, but louder now, like a person.

‘Hello?’ she calls out, her voice breaking in that one word. ‘Who’s there?’
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Frankie

25th July

I pull at the zip. Grumble out a swear word when the slider doesn’t budge, the teeth of the zipper straining but refusing to meet. But it’s not my holdall’s fault that it won’t close. It’s me, overfilling it, too worried about overlooking something that I’ll need while I’m away. I sigh, remove one of my jumpers – it’s July after all, I don’t need five – and finally the bag zips shut.

My phone buzzes in the back pocket of my shorts. I feel a jolt of panic as I pull it out, but it’s only my mum. ‘Hey, Mum.’

‘Hi, love. How’s the packing going?’

‘Yeah, fine.’ I eye the jumper, wonder whether I should lay it between the bag’s handles, just in case. ‘I’m leaving soon though. Nothing to hang around here for.’

‘So Lola got off okay then?’

This is why I’ve got nothing to stay for, but it’s also the reason I panicked when my phone rang. Imagining my daughter in trouble, even though she’s currently about thirty thousand feet in the air, somewhere over France probably. With her phone on airplane mode.

‘Yeah, I checked online, and the plane left about half an hour ago. Ayia Napa is two hours ahead, so it’ll be four o’clock in the afternoon by the time they land.’

‘Just in time for a fun night out then.’

‘Yeah, I’m not sure I need reminding of that.’

Mum chuckles. ‘They’re good girls. They’ll be fine. And you can’t hold on to them forever, however much you want to. I still remember dropping you at the airport when you were eighteen, how nervous I felt, and you were going away for months, not weeks. And without any besties to watch your back.’

‘And look how that turned out.’

The words spill out before I can stop them, and I have to blink to keep the tears away. Twenty-one years on, and I’m still a mess. Although that’s not fair. Yes, for the first two years after that terrible summer, I wasn’t sure I’d find a way to survive. But gradually things improved. And now it’s only at this time of year, the two anniversaries, when those memories threaten to smother me again.

‘Lola is going on holiday with her friends,’ Mum says softly. ‘They will have a fantastic time, and then come home in one piece. I promise.’

‘Yeah, you’re right. Thanks, Mum.’ I try to take deep breaths, but quietly, so that Mum doesn’t pick up on my anxiety – she’s had more than enough of that to deal with over the years.

‘And you’ll keep an eye on your phone, just in case Lola can’t get hold of me?’ I continue. I can’t trust my behaviour at this time of year, which is why I go away by myself, to somewhere remote, so that no one I love is exposed to it. We’ve been following this routine for fourteen years now, so both Lola and Mum are used to it. But Lola has never been out of the country during this period before. I hate to think that she might need me, and I won’t be there for her. But I know there’s no better stand-in than my mum.

‘Of course. I’m used to being here for her at this time of year, aren’t I? And I guess this will be my last rodeo as her responsible adult with her eighteenth birthday only days away,’ she adds, her voice turning wistful.

I ride the crashing wave of guilt that is so familiar now. All those childhood birthdays I’ve not been here for. And now it’s too late to ever make amends. ‘I owe you a lot,’ I say quietly.

‘She’s my granddaughter. You’re my daughter. I do it because I love you both; you don’t owe me anything.’

When I found out I was pregnant with Lola, I thought it was a sign. After two years of nightmares, delusions, and insomnia – peppered with drinking binges and topped off with a four-week stay on a psychiatric ward – I felt I’d been given a second chance at life. I’d only hooked up with Lola’s father that once – a free-spirited traveller from New Zealand’s South Island on a global journey of discovery (his words) – and I had no plans to ask him to stick around to help. But a baby. An amazing, innocent new life. I stopped the booze, the pills, the partying with people I barely knew. I moved out of London and back to my childhood home in Southbourne on the south coast, took up yoga, and rediscovered my love of the sea. And I slept. Blissful eight-hour periods when my brain stayed quiet.

But then the sonographer at my twenty-week scan told me that Lola’s due date was 31st July. It was a cruel joke by some higher power I don’t believe in, but it still sent me spiralling.

I told myself over and over that it was just a coincidence, that there was no way my baby’s upcoming birth could possibly be connected to what happened in a different country three years earlier. But as the date got closer, and I got bigger, my hormones raged, and the nightmares returned with a vengeance. And with them their trusted companion, insomnia.

My beautiful, thoughtful Lola held on for one extra day – her birthday is the 1st of August – and at the time I hoped that would be enough. But it wasn’t. And three years later, on Lola’s third birthday, I was reminded just how tight a vice those memories held me in.

‘And anyway,’ Mum continues, ‘I’m sure Lola won’t need either of us. I’ve transferred three hundred pounds into her Revolut account as an early birthday present, so hopefully there’ll be a gushing message of gratitude, but otherwise I doubt we’ll hear from her. She won’t be short of money, and those girls are all smart cookies.’

I try to soak up Mum’s reasoning. Because she’s right. Lola is with her three best friends, girls who have been in and out of each other’s houses and lives since primary school. They’ll look out for each other. And she deserves to have a holiday after working so hard at her A levels, much harder than I did – although in my defence, I had only buried my dad two months before my exams started.

‘What would I do without you?’ I whisper.

‘The feeling is mutual, my love. So you go away, do whatever you need, safe in the knowledge that Lola will be having the best time ever without you, and I’ll have my phone by my side the whole time.’

I catch my reflection in my bedroom mirror and notice that I’m smiling. Which is as it should be. Lola has had to spend her birthday with my mum since she turned four, never quite understanding why I wasn’t there to celebrate with them. This is the first time we’re going to be apart on her terms. ‘Thanks, Mum. You know, I really think you’d make more money as a therapist.’

‘And I think I’d be the one needing therapy if anyone dragged me away from my workshop,’ she counters, making my smile widen even more.

We say our goodbyes and I lug my holdall down the stairs. It’s ten forty-five. I have access to the rental cottage in the New Forest from eleven o’clock this morning.

And maybe the sooner this purgatory starts, the quicker it will be over.


   

Frankie

25th July

I drive slowly through town, checking for potential hazards, cyclists weaving in and out of the traffic, tourists scooting past each other on the pavements. When I hit the A337, heading north away from the coast, I speed up, but stay under the sixty-mile-an-hour limit. Of course Lola isn’t in the car with me today, and thanks to taking a sleeping pill at three this morning, I slept for a solid four hours last night, so I’m feeling rested enough. But some memories run too deep.

Being the mother of a newborn is much more than exhausting. It removes every morsel of energy from your muscles, bones, brain, and eyes. Which means, in the first few months after Lola was born, I finally felt normal. This state of fatigue that had become so familiar to me during the summer months, was suddenly being experienced by my new friends at antenatal classes. And that sense of belonging gave me hope that I could turn the tide on my insomnia.

But it wasn’t to be.

Lola was slow to sleep through the night – perhaps she could sense me twitching and fidgeting in the room next door – so I was still living the tired mum routine on her first birthday. But by the time she turned two, she was a better sleeper than me. We spent her birthday at the beach in Southbourne. It was a beautifully sunny day, so it should have been idyllic, but the warm sand proved too comforting and I dropped off. My mum was with us – thank God – so when Lola waddled to the water’s edge, Mum was there to whisk her to safety. But I was left with the guilt of knowing I hadn’t protected my daughter.

Mum didn’t come to the play zone with us on Lola’s third birthday. There’d been a storm the week before, taking a load of windsurfers by surprise, and Mum was too busy fixing ripped sails in her workshop. So when my head drooped on the drive home after a couple of hours’ climbing through inflatable tunnels, there was no one to shake me awake. And when the car veered into a field, not even Lola’s calls of ‘Mumma’ could drag me back to consciousness.

I hit a tree and flipped the car. The airbags saved us, and neither Lola nor I was physically hurt. But I still spent three weeks in hospital, on the psychiatric ward. With the trauma of ‘what might have been’ rocketing around my brain, I couldn’t stop my mouth from gabbling about being possessed by an evil spirit, and the doctors deemed me a risk to myself and others.

From that point on, for the two weeks when the worst of my insomnia hits, around the anniversary of those two tragedies, I have left Lola with my mum. Not being with her on her birthday has been a heart-wrenching sacrifice, but always worth it to keep her safe.

I turn the radio on – Bruno Mars’ ‘Just the Way You Are’ – and look out of the window. There’s a burst of deep purple heather spreading over dark green shrubs and two wild ponies are grazing in the distance. Lola and I moved to Lymington twelve years ago, when I got a job at the local college, and it’s one of the things I love most about this area. Being in a coastal town one minute, and deep into English countryside the next. Lymington is surrounded by the New Forest, and I drive deeper into the woodland until I reach the hamlet of Linwood. I spot the dirt track from the rental company’s website description and crawl down it at a snail’s pace. The further I go, the more isolated it becomes, and the better I feel. Finally, I reach a narrow gate and park up on the verge. The name of the accommodation is inscribed on a wooden plaque – The Wolf Den – and it makes me shudder. But I knew this when I booked, and I’m not going to let a name put me off.

I find the padlock code on my phone, then open the gate and appraise my home for the next fortnight. It’s a converted shipping container on the edge of a field, its location so isolated that the owners have installed a roll-top bath outside on the deck. In different circumstances, it would make a beautiful romantic getaway. But for me, it’s a refuge. A place where I can mutter nonsense about evil spirits, and no one will hear me.

I head back to my car and open the boot. I grab the holdall and a handful of canvases. It takes three more trips to unload everything – food for a fortnight, paints and brushes, laptop and speaker – and another half hour to find a place for them all in the small living area. When I’m done, I make a cup of tea and sink into one of the two sheepskin-lined bucket chairs on the deck. Beyond the small garden, there are fields, trees, fences, and more fields. Not a single human being. It’s perfect.

But I still can’t relax.

I pull my phone out of my pocket and stare at my home screen. Lola is smiling broadly, tendrils of dark, wet hair framing her face, a medal around her neck, and a proud expression on her face. The photo was taken last summer. Lola had just won a local windsurfing competition and was feeling justifiably pleased with herself.

It’s not surprising that Lola is a natural on the water. The beach has been a big part of her childhood, just like it was for me, and my mother before that. Mum turned sixty-three last year and she still takes a windsurf board out when there’s a stable cross-shore wind. And except for two years when I was too scared to go near the sea, I’ve been a lifelong fan too. Mum has made sure that windsurfing is Lola’s first passion, but she’s also a talented sailor, swimmer and water-skier.

I run a finger over the cool glass, then swipe upwards to bring it to life. I click into WhatsApp and finds Lola’s name. When she left yesterday evening to stay at Tamsyn’s ahead of their early morning trip to the airport, I hugged her tightly, but then whispered in her ear that it might be better if she phoned her Grams rather than me if she needed anything while she was away. And I can still see her expression now, as she drew away from me, the mix of sadness and resignation on her face.

My eyes fill with tears at the memory. It feels like such an impossible choice. I hate the thought of Lola seeing me at my lowest – sleep-deprived, grief-stricken, talking about murderous mythical legends as though they’re real. But I know that in protecting myself, I’m rejecting her. Year after year. What kind of mother does that?

Lola is two thousand miles away in Cyprus. There’s no chance of me physically hurting her like I almost did when she was three. And Lola hardly ever calls me anymore – it’s always messages or voice notes. If I stick to typing rather than talking, surely I won’t lose my sanity so deeply that I actually write any of the crazy nonsense that I’ve allowed to slip out of my mouth in the past?

My hand hovers over the chat function, my mind frozen with indecision. But then I push my hair away from my face, drop my thumbs onto the screen, and type.


Hey, hope you had a good flight.

Just to say, what I said about contacting Grams, ignore it

I’d love for you to keep in touch with me.

And I can’t wait to hear all your holiday gossip

Love you, Mum xx




   

Frankie

25th July

I tip my head to one side and assess the canvas. I don’t often paint landscapes, but the view from this place is so stunning that it has inspired me to give it a go. I don’t think my new watercolour will win any awards, but I’m grateful for how it has distracted me this afternoon, and I like the sense of tranquillity that the painting radiates. Especially when I know it’s the calm before the storm.

My stomach growls, and I remember that I haven’t eaten since breakfast. I take a pasta ready meal out of the fridge and put it in the microwave. As I wait for it to heat up, I start making the familiar deals with myself.

If I don’t force sleep, the nightmares won’t come.

If I accept the insomnia, my body will find a way to rest when it needs.

If I give my imagination an outlet by painting the mazzeri, I won’t start to believe they’re real.

The microwave pings. I slide the pasta onto a plate and take it outside. The sun is setting, wispy clouds lit up orange against the darkening blue sky. I sink into the soft bucket chair and watch dusk float towards night as I chew. By the time I’ve finished my meal, the sun has disappeared over the horizon, so I take my plate back inside and open up Spotify on my laptop.

Five minutes later, I’m back behind my easel with a fresh canvas resting on its ledge. Music spills out of the portable speaker. I always listen to the same playlist when I hide away from the world every summer. Coldplay’s ‘Clocks’. Black Eyed Peas’ ‘Where Is the Love?’ Kelis’ ‘Milkshake’. Hits that take me back twenty-one years, like an act of self-harm.

I haven’t heard from Lola since I sent her that message, but I can’t let myself worry about that. She’ll be in a bar by now, I imagine, or maybe a nightclub, drinking and dancing with Tamsyn, Martha, and Ruby. Four girls enjoying their post-college summer holiday without a care in the world. Just as I thought it would be for me that same summer.

I turn up the volume and focus on the white square in front of me.

And I paint. Scenes that I have grown to hate, but that seem to live inside me. Corsican mountains at night, cedar and fir trees glowing in the moonlight. Spiky white asphodels – known by the locals in Corsica as flowers of the dead. Red deer hiding in the shadows, golden eagles roosting on rocky ledges with watchful eyes. And men with hoods, their faces obscured, prowling through the undergrowth with weapons.

The mazzeri dream hunters.

I would never let my students paint onto canvas without a sketch to follow, but this is more about survival than art. Exposure therapy maybe. The mazzeri story is a mythical legend distinct to Corsica, the island where my dad was born, and where I spent that terrible summer, and for centuries it was considered as real as Catholicism by the locals. Of course it’s not real – all myths are just stories – but that doesn’t make the dreams any less scary. As I have discovered for myself. Especially when … but no, I won’t go there tonight.

At around 3 a.m., my eyelids start to grow heavy, but instinctively I know it’s too early to lie down. That if I try to sleep, my brain will fill up with a toxic merging of real memories and crazy fantasies. I need to finish the painting first and be so tired that I can barely stand. At that point, if I help things along with a sleeping pill, I’ll black out rather than sleep, and the nightmares should stay away.

Two hours later, with dawn rising, the picture is finished. I stand back to study it. Art was my favourite subject at school, and I was good at it, but it wasn’t a passion, not when I had the beach as my playground. But that changed during my first stay in hospital in London. Art therapy was offered every other day, and after my first session, I found myself waiting impatiently for the next time I could pick up a paintbrush. When I was discharged, Mum encouraged me to keep going with it, so I signed up for lessons at Putney Art School. It wasn’t meant to lead to a career, but my teacher, Becky, said I had great potential. And that stuck with me.

I couldn’t become an art teacher the conventional way because I didn’t have a university degree, but I got a job as a part-time art assistant in a private school in Bournemouth when Lola was two and slowly worked my way up. I started a full-time position at Lymington college three years later, and now it seems my decade and a half of experience counts for more than a piece of paper, because I teach art to both sixth-form students and adults on evening courses.

With the sun sneaking over the horizon, I finally turn away from the easel and walk inside. I’ve been standing up for nearly nine hours and my legs are exhausted, so I grab my laptop from the table and lower into the small, plump sofa.

When I first started painting these pictures, I would throw the canvases away at the end of my stay. But they’re expensive and it always felt like such a waste, so after a few years, I set up a small online business, and called it Imitating Art. I got a business email address and bank account, and only put my initials on the paintings, so they couldn’t be linked to me. Then I signed up with Artfinder and Etsy. Gradually the sales crept up, and by 2016 I was even making a small profit.

A couple of years later, I was interviewed – anonymously, I made sure of that – by an obscure online art magazine, and soon after, an art dealer got in touch via the website. Nick Daniels. He told me that he specialises in Corsican art and had come across Imitating Art via the article. He said that he loved my paintings, and that he could sell them for a lot more than I was charging.

My relationship with these pictures is complex – fear, yes, but intimacy too, and veiled pride – and I couldn’t help feeling flattered by his compliments. I gave him the following summer’s stock as a trial, and over the next few months, a steady stream of transfers began arriving in my business bank account. It was proper money too – enough for Lola and me to go on our first overseas holiday – and Nick Daniels has been selling my mazzeri paintings ever since.

I don’t know much about him – in fact, Nick might even be short for Nicola, although I’ve always sensed that it’s a man – but we’ve built up a weird kind of friendship over the years. Nick is the only person I’m in regular contact with while I’m away on these sabbaticals from normal life, so I have to really concentrate on not appearing crazy when I’m dog-tired from lack of sleep, or wired from too many pills. I know I’ve let my mask slip on a couple of occasions, confided secrets even my mum doesn’t know, but I tell myself it doesn’t matter, because he’s got no idea who I am.

I open a new Imitating Art email and add his address. The first one is always the most nerve-racking – the chance he’s lost interest in my paintings over the year – and I can feel my heart rate tick up as I type.


Hey, hope you’re well.

It’s that time again. I have another picture for you and there’ll be more over the next couple of weeks. Are you still interested?



Even though it’s six in the morning, an email comes back almost instantly.


Ah, my favourite mystery client returns!

And I hope you’re joking? Your paintings are amongst my most popular sellers – people particularly love the anonymity element (thank you, Banksy!) They’re going for over a grand each now, so you can expect a boost to your bank balance too. If you can confirm that you’ll send them to the same storage facility, I’ll arrange collection.

Good to have you back online.



Relief and shame penetrate my tired body. It’s good to hear from Nick again, and to know my pictures are selling well. But the growing price makes me feel uncomfortable. Like it’s blood money, even though that makes no sense. Maybe I’ll donate it to charity this year. Share it between the RNLI and the Samaritans.

I send a quick acknowledgement – there’ll be time for longer emails over the next few days – then close my laptop. I lay my head on the table and stare at the view. It’s going to be another sunny day here. But not as hot as it will be in Ayia Napa. I guess Lola will still be in bed now, sleeping off the excesses of her first night out.

I hope it’s not giving her nightmares.


   

Lola

25th July

Lola wipes the sweat off her forehead and drains the last of her water. The sun is pounding down, there’s no shade, and she’s got a killer headache. But she’s got no choice except to wait. She thinks about her girls, whether they’ve made it to the beach yet, if they’re missing her.

And can’t help wondering if she should have gone to Ayia Napa with them after all.

She remembers their expressions when she first revealed her plans, three months ago when they were booking the trip. At first, they were disappointed – the four of them have been mates since primary school and were all looking forward to their first holiday together as adults, with no parents or teachers setting the rules. But when Lola explained her reasons, her need to find out what’s behind her mum’s insomnia, why it gets so bad in the summer that she disappears over Lola’s birthday every year, that disappointment had morphed into understanding, even admiration.

Lola adjusts the straps on her backpack and checks the time on her phone – again. When she looked at the bus timetable on the airport website, straight after she booked her flight to Corsica, it said that there was a bus to Porto Vecchio every hour, and that it takes forty minutes to get to the town centre. No advance booking was required, and it accepted Apple Pay. It was supposed to be a simple journey. But she’s been waiting for over two hours now and nothing has appeared. How can public transport from an international airport be so non-existent?

‘You want cab, miss?’

Lola eyes the man with crooked teeth smiling at her from the dusty silver people carrier. ‘No thanks. I’m getting the bus.’ Porto Vecchio is over twenty kilometres away, and while she’s noticed that Grams has put three hundred pounds in her account – which was a nice surprise – she’s not squandering her limited supply of cash on private transport. After all, she doesn’t know how the next nine days are going to play out.

‘No more buses today,’ the driver says. ‘Where you going? I take you.’

Lola bites her cheek and considers her options. He could be lying about the buses to get her fare, but it is five o’clock now – she can’t believe she’s spent most of the afternoon pointlessly standing here – and if he’s right, she’s screwed. Even the airport shuts at night. ‘How much to Porto Vecchio?’

‘Twenty euros.’

Lola sighs. ‘Fine.’ She opens the back door, climbs inside, and immediately decides it was a good call. The air conditioning is blasting cold air, and even the sticky plastic seating is a relief after standing for hours.

The driver swings onto the road and looks at her through the rear-view mirror. ‘What hotel, miss?’

‘Umm,’ Lola murmurs, scrolling through her phone for the booking reference. ‘It’s an Airbnb, not a hotel. Hang on, I’ve got the address.’ As she says the street name in badly accented French, she watches the cab driver’s expression change and her belly tightens.

When she first planned this trip, she envisaged staying at Hotel Paoli, the hotel where her mum worked when she was eighteen – literally retracing her mum’s steps to try to get to the bottom of what happened to her there. But that plan imploded when she checked the prices. Even with the money she’s been saving from helping out at Grams’ windsurf repair workshop every Sunday, the swanky hotel with beach frontage was way out of her budget.

And, it turned out, so were all the other hotels to a lesser or greater degree. So she changed tack and booked a room in someone’s home via Airbnb instead – and has been wondering ever since whether she’s about to step into a serial killer’s lair. So the cab driver’s reaction isn’t a good sign.

At least she gambled and only booked for three nights, even though her flight back to the UK isn’t until next Sunday – the same day the girls fly back from Cyprus. She figured that if she liked it, she’d offer cash for the final week, and if not, she’d have three days to find something better. Okay, so there’s also the thing that she’s been daydreaming about – the owner of Hotel Paoli giving her a massive discount as soon as he hears who her mum is. But that wasn’t the driving force behind her decision. She’s not that naïve.

‘I know it,’ the driver says, nodding. ‘But it’s not a good neighbourhood. You know, my brother-in-law has small hotel. It’s on the edge of town, away from the beach, but very safe area. He might have a room. I can call him?’ He points at a phone nestled in a cradle by the aircon unit.

‘Thanks, but I’m good.’ Lola can’t read the driver’s face now, whether there’s genuine concern on it or the recognition of opportunity, but as soon as the words are out, his warning taps at her skull again – not a good neighbourhood. She thinks about her mum. She knows that something happened to her in Corsica that scarred her for life, and here Lola is, risking moving in with a serial killer. Is she even crazier than her mum?

The driver nods and shrugs like it’s no skin off his nose, then turns his gaze back to the road. Fifteen minutes later, they take a left turn at a roundabout signposted Porto Vecchio. The sign is vandalised with small dents and graffiti, like most of the others she’s seen, but the roads are lined with luscious trees – a strange mix of oaks, firs, and palm trees – and there’s a beautiful mountain range rising in the distance. Lola can’t quite work out whether Corsica is a sunny beach resort or a rugged wilderness.

Eventually they reach the town with its narrow streets, and brightly coloured residential blocks. As the cab driver turns left onto the coast road, Lola stares at the marina with its line of sparkling white boats, and it reminds her of home. She thinks about Grams busy in her workshop, her mum fighting her private demons in some mystery location, because why the hell should her only daughter be trusted with the address. Neither of them knows that Lola’s in Corsica, but she doesn’t feel guilty. If her mum can have secrets, disappear every year, so can she.

The car follows the coast road for another five minutes, then heads inland again. There’s a mix of patches of scrubland and big apartment blocks. Originally white, but greying now, and decorated with cracks that span out like tree roots. The cab driver takes a few more turns and then parks up outside one of the buildings that all look the same. He twists to face her. ‘This is it. Happy holidays.’

‘Merci,’ Lola mumbles, embarrassed by how much her hands are shaking as she gives him twenty euros. Then she hoists her backpack onto her shoulder, slides out of the car, and walks towards the front door with her heart pumping.


   

Lola

25th July

Lola pushes the half-eaten basket of fries away and tries not to cry. When she first knocked on the door of her Airbnb, she thought things would be all right after all. Okay, the views weren’t as pretty as the parts of Porto Vecchio she’d seen from the cab window, but what could she expect for forty euros a night? And the woman who answered her knock – Celine – had a kind face and bright eyes, and she bustled with the efficiency of someone who’d welcomed new guests many times before. The room was small, but the bed was comfy, and even though she had to share the bathroom with Celine’s family, it was clean, and everything worked.

But then Celine’s husband and grown-up son turned up – loud, leery, and smelling of fish, sweat and beer – and Lola suddenly wanted to be anywhere else.

The town is busy with holidaymakers, but under the black sky, their drunken laughter sounds threatening. About an hour ago her resolve dipped low enough for her to contact her girlfriends in Ayia Napa. She sent them a long voice note, hoping they’d lift her spirits back up. But their response did the opposite. With barely concealed terror in their voices, they told her to call her mum. That her safety was more important than any secret mission.

She’s not calling her. Partly because she’s too proud, but mainly because she’s scared of what her mum’s reaction might be.

Even though he died before she was born, Lola has always known that her grandfather, Grams’ husband, was Corsican, and that her surname – Torre – is a common Corsican family name. But when she asked if they could go there on holiday when she was eleven, her mum point-blank refused. She blamed the cost, which made sense at the time – they had never holidayed outside the UK back then – but when her mum got a bonus at work a few years later, she still wouldn’t agree to a trip to Corsica, and took Lola skiing instead. For years Lola couldn’t understand why her mum didn’t want to find out more about her heritage.

And then, in February, she found the answer by accident.

She was at work. It was still winter, and there weren’t many windsurf sails to fix, so Grams asked her to clear up the workshop. There was an old wardrobe in the back corner, and she decided to start there. As well as a bunch of ancient windsurf equipment, there was a cardboard box full of memorabilia. She found a few photos of herself from when she was little and got sucked in. Then a while later, she came across a thin pile of postcards held together by a dry and faded rubber band that snapped when she wriggled it off.

There were five postcards from a place called Porto Vecchio in Corsica. And each of them was from her mum to Grams. They were dated from June to August 2004 and kept in order. The first was of a hotel with a beautiful beach, the name Hotel Paoli written in cursive script at the bottom, and on the other side her mum had written:


This is where I work. Amazing, isn’t it?! And I’ve made a new friend – Izzy – who’s awesome. I miss you, but I’m really loving it out here. I hope you’re coping okay without me.



The next three postcards weren’t quite as effusive, but her mum still seemed to be enjoying herself. Then Lola read the final postcard, dated 1st August 2004, her birthday. And the words made her skin crawl.


The last three days have been the worst of my life

I am a monster

I need to come home

I will never forgive myself for this



Lola put the postcards back in the cardboard box and shoved it to the corner of the wardrobe. But she couldn’t wipe those words from her mind. She knew her mum wasn’t a monster, but clearly something had happened that summer, and her mum had never forgiven herself for it. The insomnia, her mum’s mental health challenges, her annual disappearances – it seemed to have all started in Corsica in 2004.

Lola knew that if she confronted her mum, she would be met with either silence or lies. And that the only way to get the truth was to unearth it herself. And then maybe, just maybe, she could use that knowledge to fix her mum. When Tamsyn suggested a girls’ holiday to Ayia Napa after their A levels, it gave Lola the perfect cover story.

Except it doesn’t feel so perfect anymore.

Lola slips off the high stool and leaves the café. She hovers on the pavement for a moment, but she can’t put it off forever, so she reluctantly turns north and starts walking back towards her Airbnb. Hopefully she can slip into her room without being noticed, although whether she’ll sleep or not with no lock on her door is a different matter. Perhaps getting a taste of her mum’s insomnia on this trip would be poetic.

It’s quieter off the main drag, which makes Lola nervous. But night-time can do that – even when she’s at home in Lymington – so she tries to bat the feeling away. As she follows the route back, the roads get narrower until she’s walking down one not much wider than an alleyway, with only a street lamp at either end. She quickens her pace. But then jolts to a stop when she sees the shadow of a man in the distance.

He’s leaning against the grey concrete wall of a house. Smoking a cigarette. Lola senses him staring at her, but is he really? She’s automatically labelling him as a threat, but he might just be chilling out in front of his own house. She’s the foreigner here, not him.

She says a silent prayer and starts walking again. She can’t pretend she’s not scared – her blood is pumping in her ears – but she’ll pass him in ten or so steps.

He’s wearing a hoodie, she notices as she gets closer, and the hood is pulled low over his brow. The rest of his face is obscured by a mask.

And then he steps out in front of her.

She half gasps, half screams, but there’s no one around to hear. She takes a step backwards, but he moves forward, his face inches from hers, his hot breath seeping through the mask.

‘Gimme your phone,’ he says, holding his hand out, his voice gruff and muffled.

His skin is tanned, rough. His arm is thin and sinewy. Lola stares at it. ‘What?’

‘Give me your fucking phone,’ he repeats, more slowly. ‘And money. You got money?’ He has an accent, but Lola can’t place it. ‘Now,’ he demands. ‘I have a knife; I’ll cut you.’

Lola’s eyes dart left and right, but no one is coming to help her.

What is she going to do without a phone?

But she can’t fight him.

With trembling fingers, she drops her phone, her lifeline, into his hands. But he doesn’t leave.

‘And money? I’ll search you,’ he threatens.

Lola’s face crumples. ‘I don’t have any,’ she whispers. And it’s true. She pays for everything on Apple Pay.

‘Bullshit!’ he hisses. ‘What’s in there?’ He points at her middle.

Lola follows the direction of his finger. She’s been wearing the belt bag for so long that she’d forgotten she had it on. Her tummy clenches as she remembers her mum giving her fifty euros. I want to see that back, but have it in case of emergencies. She has just lied to a thief, a mugger. What will he do to her now?

‘I forgot,’ she blurts out. ‘I’m sorry!’

‘Give me the bag,’ he orders.

‘No, I can’t …’

He shoves her in the shoulder. She stumbles backwards.

‘Give me the fucking bag!’

She has no choice. She fumbles with the clip, tears smarting her eyes. She hears the click of the belt opening, but so does he, because he reaches out and snatches it, scratching her arm with his jagged fingernail. He holds her gaze for a split second, and then he’s gone.

She stares after him, feels the trickle of blood run down her arm. Then a delayed panic kicks in, and she turns and runs. Not towards the room she has rented, where her backpack is, but to the beach. It’s always been her favourite place. And she needs it now. Somewhere to steady her.

Because that man hasn’t only taken her money and phone.

The key to her accommodation is in that belt bag.

And so is her passport.


   

Lola

26th July

Lola’s eyelids twitch as light seeps through. She opens one eye, then the other. The sun is rising over a hill in the distance and its rays are splayed out like the spokes of a wheel. She shivers, partly with the cold, but partly with anticipation of the heat she knows the sun will bring. Heat her body is craving after a night spent curled up in the sand.

She pushes to sitting, her muscles stiff and aching, and turns her head towards the sea. Ripples flow slowly towards the shore, barely even frothing before they disappear back into the sparkling blue water. Daylight, sunshine, it makes everything seem better. But it isn’t really. She still doesn’t have a phone, or a passport, or any money. The cut on her arm is stinging, her backpack is lying on a stranger’s bed at the wrong end of town, and her mum thinks she’s in Ayia Napa with her friends.

When Lola arrived at the beach last night, she didn’t plan to stay. She just couldn’t go back to that apartment straight away and explain her missing key, not to those men with beer on their breath, not after being mugged only one street over. It’s stupid to think that an expanse of sand with no lights or walls could feel safer than a bedroom she has paid for, but in that moment, it was the only place she wanted to be. Although the beach has always been Lola’s happy place. Which is probably why, when the adrenaline finally settled and her body sagged, she could curl into a ball, burrow into the sand, and fall asleep.

There’s movement to Lola’s right and she turns to watch a woman in a navy-blue swimsuit make a beeline for the water’s edge. She’s wearing a swim cap and goggles. Lola doesn’t know what time it is – for years she has relied on her phone for that kind of information – but it feels early. When the swimmer reaches a yellow buoy thirty metres out, she turns ninety degrees and starts swimming parallel to the shoreline, back and forth, length after length. Lola finds the sight of the woman calming, and by the time she returns to shore, Lola has made a decision.

She waits for the woman to dry herself down, then walks over to her.

‘Excuse me, do you speak English?’

The swimmer looks Lola up and down. Lola waits to be judged for her dishevelled appearance, but the woman’s face softens. ‘Sure,’ she says in an Irish accent. ‘Can I help you out with anything?’

‘Do you have a phone I could borrow?’

The woman hesitates, just as Lola would have done if the conversation was reversed. A stranger asking for one of her most private things. ‘You don’t have your own then?’ she finally asks.

‘I did, but I was mugged last night,’ Lola explains, trying
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