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For my mother, who is Paddy, but is also Nona.
 Possibly a witch, but a good one.
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PROLOGUE

THE WEATHER THAT summer had been especially fine – not since 1919 had Sark enjoyed such brilliant sunshine and cloudless skies – but September brought a sudden drop in temperature, which was later taken as a warning.

When the coat was first spotted on the rocks, nobody rushed to raise the alarm. It looked as if it had been spread out to make a picnic blanket, as if some visitor had, moments ago, been sitting there, relaxing, reading, or simply admiring the view. 

There are several postcards of Port Gorey where the tragedy occurred. It has long been a favourite spot for artists. This was one of the reasons Gil Baker didn’t worry. He was taking a fishing party around the coast in his small boat, and it was one of his passengers, peering through binoculars, who first noticed the coat. Little is known about this fishing party, but they were businessmen from Jersey, the largest of the Channel Islands, and had drunk too much in Sark’s various taverns the night before. Gil therefore didn’t pay them much attention. He was also struggling against a strong current and turning tide. Anyone familiar with Sark’s south coast will know there are razor-edge rocks dangerously close to the surface. In Gil’s mind, it seemed likely that the coat belonged to one of Sark’s newest inhabitants, members of a self-proclaimed ‘artists’ colony’ who had passed the summer painting and bathing in the nude.

So the tide came in and the coat remained. It was Harris tweed, we learned later, its colours blending neatly with the mineral-veined rocks and rust-topped bracken. It lay open with its arms splayed, one cuff flapping despondently. There was a moment when the wind almost picked it up, and we feared it might be swept away, but then the heavens opened. 

After several hours of rain a young man came scrambling down the path. He was himself wearing only a jumper and scarf but the coat did not belong to him, and he seemed rather startled to find it there. He stared at it for a short while, standing very still with his hands on his hips, and then he walked further down the cliff and began to search the slopes and drops and ridges. In a matter of moments, the other clothes were found. They were arranged in two piles, pressed flat and neatly folded. There was a woman’s blouse, jacket and skirt and a man’s suit, shirt and even a set of  cufflinks. 

They were left on a bank of rock, on an area just above the tide mark, apparently still waiting for their owners to return.	

There was always that hope at the start.


PART ONE
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GUERNSEY EVENING PRESS

Monday, 2 October 1933

‘ISLAND RIDDLE’

Sark, our Most Serene And Unperturbed Island, has been rocked by a startling development this weekend. After welcoming a regular stream of visitors these past months, two have apparently vanished. The mystery began with the discovery of two sets of clothes, belonging respectively to a man and a woman, left on a cliff edge. It is reported that these clothes are of good quality and appear almost new. But where are their owners? How could two persons, evidently a man and a woman, have disappeared? What have they done and where have they gone? 

And so it is that Sark, The Island Where Nothing Ever Happens, has made front page news. 

The clothes were collected and delivered to Chief Constable John de Carteret and he now faces the queerest problem of his career. 

We therefore welcome the co-operation of our readers in the hope that someone may be able to offer some answers. 

WELCOME, STRANGER, to Sark, the wildest and most neglected of the Channel Islands, and once you see it you’ll understand why. It lies some seven miles east from the larger island of Guernsey, and is surrounded on all sides by sheer, steep cliffs. In the past visitors have stared up at these bare walls and decided the island is too barren and inhospitable for any civilised person to live there. It is often said none do.

But today, please persevere. If you navigate the lethal rocks round the northernmost tip, the aptly named Bec du Nez, you will come to a harbour, the smallest in the world. Here is a decent stone breakwater where local fishermen gather to stare cryptically. Just ignore them. Head for the hole in the cliff. Yes, to enter Sark you must literally let her swallow you. You will find yourself climbing a steep hill shrouded by bushes and trees, then you will reach an open plateau and breathe a sigh of relief.

Here is the Avenue, a grandly inappropriate name for what is a dirt track bordered by low-lying hovels. Note the quality of silence. There are no motor-cars on Sark, which explains the roads that are not really roads, and we hope your shoes are sensible. To your left is the Bel Air Hotel, part-thatched, with a public bar so damp and dimly lit it must surely be authentic. On another day we’d recommend you rest here and sample Dolly Bihet’s excellent scones.

Maybe that’s what they did. 

But nobody knows for sure just yet, because it is ­Monday, 2nd October, and two sets of clothes, newly discovered and heavy with rain, lie in the island’s prison. Everyone is waiting, so you had better hurry up. Walk briskly on until you reach a signpost. It points left to the prison and right to the post office. Beneath it stands a squarely built woman with aquiline features and short grey hair. This is Elise Carey, the postmistress. Like all women in their forties she won’t discuss her age. She wears small, round glasses she doesn’t need and stiff wool breeches she makes herself. Today, on account of the rain, she has pulled on a full-length oilskin. Quite the Grim Reaper chic. The post office remains shuttered and she marches off in the other direction, wading through the small crowd that’s formed outside the prison. 

Sark’s prison is like all Sark buildings, miniature, as if built for a child. There is no crime on Sark, since everyone knows everyone else, their habits and their business. Why commit a crime when you’d be so quickly caught? But that makes what has happened more peculiar. The discarded clothes have been spread out on a trestle table and their musty, vaguely rotted smell invades the space, mixing with sharper notes of stale tobacco and fresh sweat. Over the course of a few hours everyone has come to look, and since the prison is next to the schoolhouse, a cluster of children now assemble. Word has spread. It has also jostled, nudged, skipped and elbowed.

John de Carteret stares down at the clothes and scratches his chin. To the newspapers he is Chief Constable de ­Carteret, but we just call him John. He has cheeks that bear a fresh-scrubbed glow, eyebrows that meet over his nose, and a moustache his wife Marie hates. He grew it in 1914 to make him look older and finally it has the desired effect. John nods to Elise Carey as she enters, then goes back to the scratching of chin.

It is truly baffling. The passenger ledgers of the ferry boats have now been consulted, and the registers of the four hotels have been checked. No visitors are unaccounted for, no guests reported missing. Sark has a population of 500 souls, a number that swells by several hundred between May and September. After that, the tourist season turns off like a light. Just now people are battening down the hatches, as the coming weeks turning into months will see Sark cut off from everywhere on account of walloping south-westerlies. Sark is a different island in the winter, as everyone will tell you, its isolation being part of the appeal and the horror.

‘I don’t understand this,’ John says to Elise. ‘And I don’t like things I don’t understand.’ 

But for the assembled islanders the mystery of the clothes and their missing owners makes a welcome change from talk of the weather and the behaviour of mackerel. The tiny prison has become crowded, transformed into a point of interest, a stage upon which a small chorus can gather to offer their opinions. As is typical of these situations, people who know the least say the most. The schoolchildren, wide-eyed and fidgety, have already agreed it is witchcraft. The belief in the supernatural is a firm feature of island life even now, and it was a full moon on Saturday night, a time when witches are most active. A large coven are said to meet at low tide on Grande Grève, which is the largest beach on the island and excellent for swimming. 

As is clear, the clothes have a strange and powerful effect on all those gathered. Even lying flat they are determined to communicate, to plead their cause. The lady’s jacket has one button missing. The man’s coat is mud-stained with the labels torn out. What could possibly have happened to their owners? Perhaps Phyllis Carey knows. She has pushed her way into the prison to stand beside her mother. By the way, we must only ever call her Phyll. She hates her name and blames her mother for it. She blames her mother for many things but we will get on to that later. Phyll is twenty-two and willow-thin with thick brown hair recently cut short. (A mistake, we all agree.) She has just returned to the island, having left what was a perfectly respectable job in Southampton for some less respectable reasons she is not yet willing to disclose. She is wearing a cotton dress the colour of daffodils. It’s short-sleeved with pearl buttons down the front and too flimsy for October. This could be one ­reason why she’s paying close attention to the abandoned clothes. The woman’s jacket and skirt are a beige flecked tweed, they bear an Edinburgh tailor’s label. The blouse is peach silk with a double-edged collar. Phyll runs her hands over both and then takes the blouse and holds it out in front of her. For a moment she’s a woman in a shop about to try it on.

She doesn’t look at John de Carteret as she answers his questions, but she assures him that no, she didn’t see two strangers arrive off a boat in the last few days, nor has she seen these clothes anywhere before. Phyll turns the blouse this way and that, a dreamy look in her eye, and her mother clears her throat, as if embarrassed. Elise has already assured John that she didn’t see this vanished couple. John considers it a great pity, since Elise has a knack for knowing things before they happen and if she had seen the couple, he’s sure his problems would be solved.

Phyll turns and shows the blouse to her mother. ‘Isn’t it pretty?’

Elise raises her eyebrows even further up her forehead. She appreciates fine clothes as much as the next person, but she would advise female visitors to wear something hard-wearing. Sark hedges are as bad as Sark rocks and Sark furze-bushes are of the most penetrating description. If you must wear a dress then free it of any superfluous trimmings, otherwise you will leave mementoes of yourself all over the island, though that could come in handy if you get lost.

The rain beats heavy on the roof, the wind whistles down the chimney. Elise checks her watch. The Courier is late bringing the mail, and now she is worried it will bring something else. Representatives of the press are no longer welcome on the island. Last month an article in the Daily Star claimed that Sark people had grown too reliant on the extorting of innocent tourists for an income. What scandalous tosh! Our lawyers will be in touch. Let’s be clear about one thing: life here is hard for those persons who aren’t ‘free of the sordid responsibility of making a living’ as per the part-time English residents, nor are we inclined to ‘swim naked and sleep in tin huts’ like members of the new ‘artists’ colony’ described in July’s edition of Studio magazine.

Small George Vaudin has seen the naked artists just the once, when he was collecting lobster pots with his father. George has bright red hair, intense blue eyes and wild freckles, and he is standing at the prison window, ­jostling for space beside an excitable girl with short bobbed hair and an upturned nose. This is Edie de Carteret, the daughter of the Chief Constable, who so far ignores her. When John isn’t keeping the peace he works as a farrier and blacksmith. Most islanders have more than one job. Frederick de Carteret, for example, is schoolteacher and island magistrate, both posts secured through the sole qualification of legible handwriting. Despite John and Fred sharing a surname they are not related and they do not like each other. There is a great deal of feuding in Sark, especially in the winter when there is little else to do. 

Phyll Carey, as already stated, is local. Her flimsy excuse for a dress is not. It belongs to Miranda Cecil. The Cecils are typical summer visitors and also, sadly, artists. They own a small studio on the western edge of the island. Mrs Ann Cecil RA, RSA is a real presence and Mr Paul Cecil RA, RSPCA, has great vitality of personality. Yes, these descriptions are deliberately insincere but they aren’t here so it doesn’t matter. Phyll is very good friends with Miranda, their only daughter, who is extremely pretty and far more sensible than her parents, which honestly doesn’t mean much.

Sark has always attracted artists. There’s nothing we can do about it. They jump off the boat and think it’s a world made for them. It isn’t, but why argue? They never listen. Sark’s most famous artist has now entered the prison and comes to stand beside Elise. Mr William Arthur Toplis is known for his meticulous landscape paintings that are frequently rejected by the Royal ­Academy, who don’t appreciate his genius. He is a serious, elderly artist and not the naked kind, and as he is deaf he shouts: ‘They are dead. They are drowned. Bloody fools!’	

Phyll turns rather stiffly. ‘We don’t know that yet.’

She lifts up the woman’s jacket with arms extended, then crocks her elbows and draws it close so it falls against her chest. She tucks the collar under her chin and runs a hand over the buttons. It would fit her perfectly, she thinks, and for a few seconds she imagines another version of herself finding the clothes on the rocks, and swapping them with her own. It’s an odd thought and she bites down hard on her lip to block it out. 

‘The woman was my size,’ Phyll tells John, and she lifts her chin so the jacket folds forward. She wonders how much a woman must love a man to cast off her clothes on the rocks, and what has he done to her, and why, and exactly as she thinks this she senses a new face peering in at the window, taller than the others. She stands rigid, holding her breath, aware of this shadow on the edge of her vision.

Edie de Carteret isn’t aware of the young man standing behind her. If she were to turn now, she would see a face that is very pale, with brown eyes bruised by tiredness, the brows above them sharply arched. But Edie cannot tear her eyes away from Phyll, who has touched the clothes, which surely means she will die. Edie shuts her eyes and starts muttering what might be a protective spell, and this clearly works as Phyll releases the jacket and rubs her hands together. 

‘What an odd business,’ she says, and as she says this her eyes skitter to the open window, but the face she thought was there has gone.

‘The fact is,’ John announces, ‘no one on the island ­recognises the clothes and nobody has reported anyone missing, so at the moment I don’t have much.’

‘At the moment,’ Elise repeats. Her eyes have also drifted to the window, sensing someone there. A threat perhaps. She struggles to refocus her attention on John. ‘You will have to search the cliffs.’

Everyone groans. Despite being only three miles long Sark has nearly forty miles of coastline, a mixture of sandy bays and lethal drops, fissures and caverns and all that fun stuff. It’s often said the worst mistake any Sark child can make is to walk backwards close to a cliff edge – well, there are other things, but let’s move on. The islanders will ­happily quote stories of how someone lost their footing or was swept away by a wave. Best not ask.

But, those who visit Sark will always make some inquiry as to its discovery and early settlement, and since so little has been put on record we can always make it up. Before there was a school or a prison or a harbour, Sark was a plat­eau of rock beaten into shape by the sea. On a map it looks like two islands joined and divided by a narrow ridge of rock called La Coupée. The northern, larger part is Great Sark and the southern end is Little Sark. (Very original, we know.) The first incident to be recorded with any certainty was the founding of a monastery by a Welsh monk named St Magloire in AD 565. After that things went downhill and for a long time the island was under the control of smugglers or pirates and wreckers, a criminal underclass frequently decimated by violent massacres. This might explain why so many areas are said to be haunted and dangerous to visit at night. The drama rumbled on until 1565, when Helier de Carteret arrived with the authority of Queen Elizabeth I to colonise the island. He founded a feudal state and became the Seigneur, and most of the laws date from this time, although now we have a Dame, which is a vast improvement.

According to the law, there must always be two serving constables. This is so they can arrest each other to pass the time. As a joke, it never gets old. John has been Chief Constable since 1919. Until now, he’s only dealt with very petty incidents, invariably perpetrated by the island’s last Seigneur, but that is a whole other story. 

Our point is, he will need all the help he can get. 

Unfortunately Small George Vaudin is the only person to volunteer, thrusting his arm in the air. ‘I know the west coast better than anyone. I can start searching now!’

Edie de Carteret nudges him viciously. ‘Me too! Me too! I can do the east!’

The schoolchildren all now shout at once and John finally notices his daughter and raises his hands in horror. He doesn’t want Edie involved, but if he says it’s too ­dangerous she will just want it more.

Luckily Elise swings round, hands planted on her hips. ‘Enough! We don’t need help from silly young children who should be in school.’

Her voice is high but firm, and the silly young children, including Edie, who pouts the way her father hates, fall silent and disperse. They are more scared of the postmistress than the chief of police, and in this their instincts are entirely correct. John wants more words with Elise for this reason, but as everyone moves outside she is busy with her daughter, speaking sharply into her ear. John doesn’t want to intrude as he knows things have been ­difficult. 

Elise has always been supportive of Phyll, her bright, ambitious child. She spent a lot of money getting Phyll off the island, paying for secretarial courses and a boarding house in Southampton. The last anyone heard, Phyll had found herself a post as an assistant to an assistant at a publishing house specialising in nautical subjects, which was surely very thrilling. Then suddenly Phyll was back, a bedraggled figure standing at the docks, clutching a ­suitcase that turned out to be a typewriter. A Bluebird Portable, we are told. It had cost her all the money she’d made. Phyll now says she wants to be a writer and ‘make it on her own’, which is all quite alarming.

Elise turns back to John and her gaze is so fierce it ­startles him. ‘I’ve an idea. We should get Phyll to type up a description of the clothes, send that to the Guernsey Press. It is a way of staying in control of what’s being said. You use it to appeal for information.’	

Phyll’s mouth drops open. She has strong features: thick, straight eyebrows, a long nose, a large mouth. It is the kind of face people call handsome so her mother thinks it’s a shame she is always scowling.

‘Wait,’ she says. ‘I didn’t . . . ’

But John is already surrendering his notepad. ‘It would help me, Phyll, can you? You can write better than me and you . . . er . . . know about clothes.’

Phyll smooths down Miranda’s cast-off, which flutters like a curtain in the breeze. She wonders if she should be offended by that last comment, but she has been offended by so many things recently she’s not sure she can accommodate more. She glowers expertly at her mother and then at John, who has adopted a lunatic grin.

She takes the notepad. ‘This isn’t exactly what I had in mind when I said I was going to write . . . But if I must.’

She is aware she sounds like a sulky child and kicks at some gravel, which, as she is wearing sandals, is a mistake. With pebbles now wedged under toes, her scowl only ­deepens.

Elise digs into one pocket of her oilskin. ‘And Phyll can also go and check on the Cecils’ studio, and then we can be sure the clothes were not Ann’s . . . or that anyone else has been there. I have a spare key.’

Phyll clamps her arms tightly over her ribs. Her mother is using the calm, reasonable tone that never fails to enrage her and she feels a familiar mix of frustration and indignation, the kind specifically formulated for daughters whose mothers do not understand them. She doesn’t want to go to the Cecils’ studio, but she knows what will happen if she refuses: her mother will lift her eyebrows haughtily and enquire what else her dear daughter has to do, and Phyll has nothing else to do, which is quite her own fault. She thus rolls her eyes elaborately, takes the key, and stomps back into the prison. But then she stops. She is wobbling on the threshold, her head bent over John’s notepad. She lifts the page closer and studies it. She blinks and blinks.

‘Everard Hyde,’ she says sharply, turning back to John. ‘Everard Hyde found the clothes?’ She takes care to enunciate each word, and then she looks down at the page again to check. 

John tells her yes. 

Phyll doesn’t lift her head.

His full name is in fact Everard George Hyde and moments ago he had been standing at the prison window. Go back further, and he was the young man scrambling over the cliffs at Port Gorey. Phyll takes a deep breath and walks directly to the man’s coat and lifts it up, holding it level with her eyes, like it’s another person facing her. She shuts her eyes and she is suddenly twelve years old again and Everard is standing beside her. He is draped in his father’s old coat, waving a torch under her chin. 

‘Woo-hoo,’ he whispers. ‘I’m a ghost, do you see?’

But this is not where it starts. We need to go back, right back. 

Lucky for us, nowhere is far on Sark, and time is a ­relative concept. Come, walk out of the prison, take a right on the Avenue and turn back ten years.

There is a side gate into the gardens of the Bel Air – did you notice? It still squeaks when you open it. Come, let your feet sink into the grass. The lawn slopes down towards the harbour, but ahead, because it is summer, all the roses are in bloom. Feel the heat in the sun and picture two children sitting on the verandah. A boy and a girl trying hard to ignore each other. 

Soon one of them would disappear. 

And yes, it was a game.
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The Bel Air Hotel and Public Bar,  Harbour Hill.

(Centrally located with charming gardens and a fine sea view, comfortable rooms.) 

1 August 1923

THE BEL AIR’S VERANDAH, freshly painted, gleamed white in the afternoon sun. It almost hurt our eyes to look. It was a tea party for summer visitors. Like we said, there are always summer visitors to Sark, but it was worse in the years after the War, when the island became popular with people who wanted to escape or find themselves, which was different but equally hard. To quote one newcomer: ‘We are all just slightly mad.’ 

Major James Earnest Jolyon Hyde MC, DSO would not have called himself mad. He would’ve preferred respectable, educated and possessing family money. He was resident of Beau Regard, the only modern house on Little Sark, where he also owned the Bungalow Hotel. He sat, by choice, on the least comfortable chair, sipping hot, watery tea. His son, who he secretly believed was not his son, sat beside him. Everard Hyde wore his short brown hair neatly parted to one side, which was how his mother liked it, and he was still at that age when he liked to please his mother. He had come to Sark for the summer, the whole unbearable summer, because she said it was important he spend time with his father, despite whatever else she said about him. Everard would have preferred to have no father at all, or a dead one like all his friends. 

On the opposite side of the table sat Phyll Carey, but she refused to look at Everard or even acknowledge his presence. She did not like boys although she also wanted to be one, which explained the shortening of her name. Her dark hair was unwashed and unbrushed and she wore crumpled shorts with socks that bagged over her boots. She had only come because Miranda had invited her. Miranda Cecil was then fourteen and very pretty with hair so blonde it surely couldn’t last. Unfortunately she was sat at the other end of the table next to a glamorous lady talking French. Phyll was furious: she had assumed the tea party was just for her. She often made the mistake of thinking things had been arranged for her, especially if it involved the Cecils, since they made a lot of fuss and noise. If we remember rightly, the party was to celebrate the Cecils’ completion of their studio. They now planned to spend three months of each year on the island, and when Paul wasn’t painting the cliffs he’d make a bit of money teaching small groups. Paul was handsome and witty and popular with women, which was useful as there were a lot of spare women since the War. 

Phyll thought of the Cecils as characters from a book. She read a lot of books, even the ones she wasn’t meant to, thanks to her habit of wandering into one of the island’s hotels and picking up whatever guests left behind. A cursory glance about her bedroom floor would reveal a guide to common seaweeds, seven copies of The Gentleman’s Magazine, some detective novels of questionable quality, a catalogue of girdles, a very battered Wuthering Heights and the collected poems of Emily Dickinson. There was also a New Oxford Dictionary of British Artists, a gift from Paul to her mother. ‘To prove to me he’s in it,’ Elise muttered somewhat grudgingly. Elise Carey, not long widowed, had no time for art and literature, but Dolly Bihet, the Bel Air’s kitchen maid, let Phyll read aloud to her while she baked. Phyll dreamt that she would travel the world like the Cecils and write the kind of books that might be left behind in hotel lounges.

Phyll didn’t know this yet but Everard Hyde also had a good imagination. He was picturing the verandah as a boat, beached on a lawn of boiling hot lava. He was wondering how to escape, when suddenly and without warning, the table erupted. Phyll had picked a large scab off her knee. Even she was surprised by the amount of blood.

‘It was just a scab!’ she said afterwards, kicking up dust in her wake.

Everard jogged to keep pace, head down and hands deep in his pockets. ‘And everyone picks scabs.’

Well, no, not everyone. One of the ladies present, a Mrs Sarah Williams of Sunny Banks, Northampton, had cringed and twisted her head away as if she were about to faint, causing Ann Cecil to clap her hands and suggest Phyll show Everard ‘the delights of the town’. 

There were no delights, there was not even a town, and Phyll was quite indignant. Then Everard asked how she’d hurt her knee in the first place and she turned to look at him properly.

‘I was climbing a cliff.’

Everard puffed out his cheeks, genuinely impressed. ‘I climb trees, but I’ve never climbed a cliff.’ He hesitated. ‘Is it hard?’

Phyll thought that was the world’s most stupid question. ‘Extremely.’

Undeterred, Everard started to unbutton the cuff of his shirt and straightened out his right arm, twisting it round. ‘Look at this – I fell out of a tree two weeks ago.’

We are sad to report that the large bruise, which had previously been the shape of North America, had shrunk and faded, transitioning from several shades of overripe plum to something reminiscent of wilted lettuce. Everard, ­conscious it had underperformed, would later blame the harsh sunlight, but Phyll took his arm and turned it this way and that, as if forgetting it was still attached to the rest of him. She was secretly fascinated to see someone so pale and she wondered if he was dying of an interesting disease.

‘Break any bones?’

Everard shook his head and Phyll let the arm drop, but before she walked on she glanced back over her shoulder to check that he would come. 

It was late afternoon and the last of the day trippers were hurrying in the direction of the harbour. Everard turned around to watch them go and felt a pang. He wasn’t sure how he’d fill the weeks ahead.

‘Do you think I could climb a cliff? I would like to try.’

Phyll stole another look at him. She was going to say no, not a chance, but something made her hesitate. He was watching her, waiting, and she rather liked his anxious frown. She lifted one shoulder and let it drop. 

‘If I can do it, I bet you can.’ 

So maybe this is where it starts. If I can do it, I bet you can. A few words like a promise or a pact.

Nobody saw them walking along. The door of the ­general stores was propped open but empty, and the ­surgery and the post office had both closed for the day. Phyll picked up her pace as she went past the post office. 

‘My mother works there,’ she whispered. ‘But whatever you do, don’t look. She thinks it all very odd because your father said he wasn’t married when he first got here, and then he said his wife was dead, and he never mentioned you.’

Everard twisted his mouth into a grimace. ‘My mother is in France. She ran off with my father’s best friend and they had to get divorced and it upset everyone and I am not allowed to mention her when I am with him.’ The words had come out in a rush and he stopped and looked up. ‘Please, please don’t tell.’

Phyll wore the same serious expression she had worn all through tea. She lifted her left hand and made a small motion as if to button her lips together. They had now left the Avenue and were walking down a narrow lane bordered on both sides by trees, whose branches and leaves mingled and met over their heads, making a shady tunnel. Everard gazed up wonderingly at the different greens.

‘So you are at boarding school,’ Phyll said. ‘Is it torture?’ 

Everard sighed. ‘No. I like it.’

He thought it better to be honest. Boarding schools are supposed to be terrible places, but if your parents are ­terrible then they’re a port in a storm. Everard had been sent away when he was four years old and he was used to it. He liked the routine and the noise and he’d made a few good friends, whom he often went to stay with in the ­holidays. When he’d first been told he had to spend a month with his father he’d gone into a panic and formed a plan to do something shameful and get sent away in disgrace. 

Perhaps, now we look back, that is how it starts, but we can spend a long time searching for a seed, and a seed can’t grow on its own: it needs water, light, a fertile habitat.

‘I’d rather be there,’ Everard said eventually. ‘I don’t like my father.’

Phyll lifted a single eyebrow. ‘All the best men are dead.’	

They had now reached the entrance to the church. The graveyard spread out on both sides of the lane, with an old stone boundary wall broken by an arch. Phyll positioned herself under it and looked around. She could hear the chirping of small birds and somewhere in the distance a dog was barking. There were no people about. They were completely alone. 

She smiled. ‘So, you like climbing,’ she said, ‘I bet you can’t climb that.’ 

She raised one arm straight, pointing to the ancient elm tree that grew out behind the arch, its thick, knotted branches stretching over the lane. It was not a tree that she’d ever tried to climb, which was why she suggested it. She waited as Everard looked it up and down, then he took a deep breath like he was about to dive into water. ­Without a word he marched quickly under the arch. Phyll followed him, wading through the hydrangea bushes to reach the base of the tree. But he had already pulled himself up onto the wall, and stood with his hands pressed flat on the tree’s trunk. He was sizing up the lowest branches, then he wrapped his arms around one and kicked up his legs.

He made it look easy, which was annoying. Phyll thought about telling him to stop and come down. He was right under the wall and she was worried he’d fall. She watched as he stood up on the first branch and reached for another, and pulled himself higher. Phyll held her breath, not quite believing it. Any minute he was going to fall and break his neck. She imagined it happening, but she didn’t tell him to stop. She walked back onto the road. There was still nobody about. No witnesses, she thought. She was tempted to run back home and leave him there, but then what? She stared up into the leaves until there were circles in front of her eyes. She was sweating so much her shirt had stuck to her shoulders. She wriggled them and danced from foot to foot, then she bent to inspect the dried blood on her leg. She tried to clean her wound by spitting and wiping, but that made it worse. Now she had the taste of blood in her mouth. She spat into the side of the road and stood up too fast and felt dizzy. The tree came towards her and the leaves were a dazzling green. It was so quiet she wondered if Everard had climbed back down.

‘I can’t even see you!’ she called up. ‘Everard? Where have you gone?’

He didn’t answer. Phyll walked back into the churchyard and paced around the tree trunk. She listened for a rustle of leaves or a giggle, and the waiting made her throat twitch. She heard only the distant sound of horses’ hooves, a fly buzzing around her. She lowered her eyes and folded her arms. What if he’d slipped back down when she wasn’t looking, and now he was crouched behind a headstone, ready to jump out? She walked the length of the wall, turning her head from left to right, braced and ready to fight. How dare he trick me, she thought, and then she made a wider ­circle, weaving between the closest headstones. She had almost had enough. Oh, he just vanished, she said, in her head. 

She walked back out onto the road. 

She was about to say, ‘I’m leaving,’ when three leaves ­fluttered down. She reached out and caught them and laughed. ‘Very good.’

But she still couldn’t see him. Phyll turned a full circle, frustrated, and then noticed a gap in the opposite wall. It was slightly lower than on the church side, with uneven stones that stuck out to make footholds. She went over and started to climb. The tree on this side was covered in ivy with a few stunted branches lower down the trunk. She used them and pushed herself up, and once there were branches beneath her she felt better. Then, from somewhere far below, she heard a trio of voices. It was Major Hyde, with Ann Cecil and Mrs Williams, the woman who’d made such a fuss about the blood. The Major was bringing them to see his personal pew inside the church.

‘Sark is my home now,’ he was saying. ‘I couldn’t abide London: the sound of a car horn, the screech of brakes. I need the peace and quiet and I shall use my time to write.’ 

‘Oh, to write, how marvellous,’ said Mrs Williams. ‘Yes, you must. I don’t know any writers, but I do admire them . . . ’

‘And Sarah, you must take lessons from Paul,’ Ann added. ‘It is important to have hobbies, now more than ever.’

Phyll held her breath and watched them walk under the arch, then Mrs Williams stopped abruptly, turned round and touched her shoulder. 

‘I felt something.’ She tilted her head back. ‘The oddest thing – it felt like someone just tapped me on my shoulder.’

Ann walked back to join her and both women looked up and down the road. ‘Perhaps a butterfly,’ Ann suggested. ‘I saw some gorgeous Red Admirals in the hedgerows.’

They walked on, and Phyll lifted her head and stared through the leaves. Everard had to be over there, hiding in the tree, but why couldn’t she see him? She straddled a branch and lay flat on her stomach, feeling the thump-thump-thump of her heart against the bark.

The church door slammed and there was the crunch of footsteps along the path to the road. Phyll glimpsed the bustling shape of Marie de Carteret, John de Carteret’s wife. She was humming to herself as she came out from under the arch, but then she let out a sharp yelp, as if she’d been stung by something. 

Phyll smiled, because now she understood.

Perched high in the elm, Everard plucked another bud and rolled it between finger and thumb. He was enjoying this new game. He was like a bird looking down on everyone, aiming his missiles very carefully. His next victim was Sark’s doctor, Percy Stanhope. The poor man almost lost his hat and stumbled back against the wall. Everard had to stifle a laugh. He was having so much fun he didn’t notice the sky change colour, darkening by degrees, but after a while he wondered where Phyll had got to. He supposed it was his fault for not involving her. He was too used to playing on his own, getting lost in his own world. He sighed inwardly. He would find her tomorrow and say sorry. He supposed climbing a tree wasn’t nearly as good as climbing a cliff. 

Then he heard the creak of a branch, very close, and something struck his brow. He blinked and jerked forward, raising his hand to his head. It was a shock to see her just above him, staring down through the leaves. She had somehow climbed across from the other tree and now peered over the branch with her cheek resting on one hand. She was trying to look relaxed but her dark hair was plastered to her cheeks, which shone from the effort. 

She eyed him proudly. ‘Got you,’ she said.

The relief rippled through him and broke into a laugh. He nodded. ‘Yes, you got me.’

So. At last. Here it is.

The start of something secret and special, but possibly also terrible. 

It really just depends on your viewpoint.
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‘SARK MYSTERY: APPEAL FOR WITNESSES’

As some of our readers will be aware, the clothing of a man and a woman were recovered from the cliffs of Little Sark this weekend. As yet nobody has come forward to claim them, and to aid identification we can print this description of the items:

The woman wore a jacket and skirt of beige flecked tweed, the jacket had seven nickel buttons, one of which is missing. Both were a small size eight. The blouse was peach-coloured and tailored to the waist with a two tier, pleated collar. The shoes were dark brown leather and square-heeled with a single strap and gold buckle.

The gentleman’s overcoat is dark navy blue. The label has been torn out. His suit was from Montague Burton and dark brown check. He wore a pin cotton cream-coloured shirt and brown brogue shoes, size nine. He would be around six foot tall.

The clothes were found on the cliffs close to Port Gorey, a spot that requires good climbing and a little care in its approach. Readers familiar with Sark will recognise this as the site of the old silver mines, and its rugged, remote beauty attracts day trippers during the summer.

Locals are naturally worried for the safety of this couple and John de Carteret, the Sark Chief Constable, would be glad to hear from anyone who might have any information.

IF YOU LOOK AT A MAP of Sark you will see the main thoroughfares run north to south and east to west, leaving the rest of the island as unlined as a child’s palm. It is a fairly straight line south from St Peter’s Church to La Coupée, then over to Little Sark, with the road only stopping at the Bungalow Hotel. After that, there’s footpaths over the common to the cliffs and Port Gorey. 

The guidebooks call Port Gorey ‘delightful’ and ‘picturesque’, which shows how little they know. It lies on a hunched and barren stretch of headland where no tree can ever grow. At the height of July there’s a bracing walk to be had, we promise, but not today. Today, it feels like the end of the earth.

Everard Hyde, all grown up, has walked with two men along the path to the rocky ledge where he found the clothes. His dark hair is long and unruly and sticks to his cheeks. His eyes are red, his lips turning blue. In front of him the sea is petrol-dark, spitting up high walls of foam. The wind pushes him back but he leans into it, drawing his shoulders up. John de Carteret follows with his head bent, and he’s brought along his assistant constable, Jim Remfrey, to help. John picks his deputies year by year. Jim didn’t want the job but couldn’t refuse without a medical certificate, and since Dr Stanhope had drunk himself to death there was nobody to ask.

There is a steep drop close to the zigzag path, where the cliff was dynamited to make a beach and slipway. Above it is the crumbling, ivy-clad ruin of a mine shaft. It was called Sark’s Hope, which now seems unfortunate. A century ago Peter Le Pelley, the then Seigneur, invested his savings in silver mines. He brought over hundreds of men from England to dig the shafts and for a few years there were more people living on this shredded stretch of cliff than on the whole of Sark at any time before. It was quite the tourist attraction, but it seemed so improbable it was maybe always doomed. The mine didn’t yield a high-quality ore, and in 1839 Le Pelley was drowned on his way to Guernsey. His brother invested more money, but then the ceiling of Hope shaft collapsed, and ten men were trapped and drowned.

People talk about houses being haunted, as if ghosts need four walls and a roof. Cliffs can be haunted. Whole islands, too. John stands with his cap pulled low and his collar turned up. He is numb with cold. They have spent half the day scouring the common, which is mostly heather and gorse with a few tracks beaten through it. Closer to the road there’s a half-derelict shed. They took shelter inside it when the rain picked up and found a bed of trampled ferns and a strip of blue material, frayed and torn along one edge. John has stored it in his pocket and checks it now and then. 

He stares down the cliff. He doesn’t want to think the worst, but everyone is saying the two people have drowned. Everyone drowns at Port Gorey, they tell him. Harry Dolbel could name three men in recent memory, including Phillip Carey, the husband of Elise, although nothing is known for certain about that and no body was ever found.

John stares out to sea and thinks about the currents and the tides. He doesn’t understand why two people would come here in such awful weather and he wants to talk some more to Elise about it. He also wants to ask her about Everard, as she made such a sour face when his name was mentioned. John has a faint memory of Everard from before, and if he squints he can still see the boy in the man. Was this really the same lad who caused so much trouble? 

Everard lifts his eyes, conscious of John watching him. ‘Should I have left them? The clothes, I mean.’

John shakes his head. ‘Of course not. You were right to bring them to me.’

Everard nods and then frowns. He looks much older when he frowns. ‘Why did Phyll Carey have them? I saw her in the prison. She was holding them up . . . ’

John turns his back to the wind. He remembers how Phyll kept touching the clothes, the odd look on her face. He wonders
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