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Chapter One — The Crossing

The boat had no name, which struck Tessa Calloway as a small act of arrogance. Every other vessel in the marina at Coral Harbour wore something — Second Wind, Marlin’s Rest, Patricia-Ann — but the launch that had been sent for them carried only a hull of deep lacquered blue and a man in a white polo shirt who took their bags without introducing himself.

“They don’t name the boats,” Isabel said, as if reading her thoughts. “Uncle Edmund thought names invited familiarity.”

“With boats?”

“With everything.”

That was the most Isabel had said in an hour. She had been quiet on the flight from Nassau, quiet in the taxi, quiet standing on the dock with her cardigan clutched around her despite the heat, and quietness was not Isabel Marsh’s natural condition. Tessa had known her for eleven years, since a shared flat in Bristol with a boiler that died every February, and in all that time Isabel had filled silences the way water fills a glass. This new stillness had a shape to it. It looked like dread.

The launch cleared the harbour mouth and opened its throttle, and the sea turned from harbour-green to a blue so deep it seemed lit from below. Tessa tipped her face into the wind and let it pull the last of England out of her hair. Three days ago she had been in her workshop in Bath, rebinding a water-damaged herbal from 1712, easing three-hundred-year-old paper apart with a bone folder and infinite patience. Then Isabel had rung, and her voice had been wrong, and Tessa had said yes before the question was fully out.

They’re reading the will on the island. All of them will be there. I can’t do it alone, Tess. Please.

She glanced at her friend now. Isabel sat with her back very straight, watching the horizon the way people watch a door they expect to open.

“Tell me about them again,” Tessa said. “So I don’t disgrace you.”

It worked, a little. Isabel’s shoulders came down half an inch. “You couldn’t disgrace me. That’s rather the point of you.” She counted on her fingers. “Julian — the eldest. He runs the Nassau office, or he did until Uncle Edmund removed him from it last spring. Don’t mention the company. Don’t mention the word ‘succession.’ Honestly, it’s safest not to mention nouns at all.”

“Noted.”

“Coralie, Edmund’s wife. Second wife. She’s thirty-nine.” Isabel let the number sit there. “Then Desmond Rhys, the business partner — he’s been around since before I was born, he’ll be sweet to you and won’t remember your name. Mr Price, the solicitor, he’s flying in from Nassau to read the will. And Nadia.” Here Isabel’s voice softened for the first time all day. “My cousin. Well — Uncle Michael’s daughter, so first cousin once removed, or — I never get it right. She’s the only one of them who ever sent me a Christmas card. You’ll like Nadia. Everyone likes Nadia.”

“And the household?”

“Etta. Mrs Baptiste. She’s run the house for thirty years. Edmund used to say the island belonged to him but the house belonged to her.” Isabel paused. “She frightened me when I was small. She has a way of looking at you as if she’s already heard the lie you’re planning to tell.”

“I’ll plan no lies, then.”

“Don’t,” Isabel said, and did not smile.

The launch ran on. Cays slid past on the port side, low and green and unpeopled, and after forty minutes the man in the white polo lifted one hand from the wheel and pointed, and Tessa saw Perdita Cay for the first time.

It rose out of the sea like a thought someone had been keeping to themselves: a hump of dark green perhaps two miles long, edged in pale sand on its leeward side and grey limestone cliff on the other. At the cliff’s highest point stood the house. Even at this distance it was imposing — long and white, colonial, two-storeyed, with a red roof and a colonnaded veranda running the width of its seaward face, so that it seemed to regard the ocean through a row of even white teeth. A flag hung at half-mast from a pole on the lawn.

“Windward House,” Isabel said. “Great-great-grandfather Ashcombe built the first version. It’s burned down twice.” She said it the way one recites a catechism, faith long gone.

“It’s beautiful.”

“It’s a beautiful thing on top of something else. Most of the family things are.” Isabel turned to her then, and there was something in her face that Tessa would remember much later and turn over like a page. “Tess. When we’re there — whatever you hear about me, whatever anyone says — you’ll ask me before you believe it. Won’t you?”

“What would anyone say about you? You’re the one nobody bothered to fight with.”

“Promise me.”

“I promise,” Tessa said, and Isabel nodded once, and looked back at the island, and the moment closed over itself like water.

The jetty stood at the foot of the cliff on the leeward side, a long finger of sun-bleached wood with a boathouse at its root. Two other launches were already tied up, and above them a stair of a hundred stone steps went up the green shoulder of the hill in switchbacks. As they came in, Tessa saw a figure descending it without hurry: a woman in a pressed cotton dress the colour of oatmeal, a headscarf in muted blues, hands folded in front of her as she walked as though she were carrying something invisible and important.

“Etta,” Isabel murmured, and lifted a hand in a small wave that was not returned until the very last moment, and then only slightly.

Up close, Etta Baptiste was smaller than her bearing suggested, and her eyes did exactly what Isabel had promised. They rested on Tessa for two full seconds — took the measure of her canvas bag, her sensible shoes, her ringless hands — and filed the total somewhere behind an expression that gave back nothing at all.

“Miss Isabel. You’ve grown thin.” Her voice had the music of the islands laid over something drier. “And this is the friend.”

“Tessa Calloway,” Tessa said, offering her hand. “I’m sorry for the loss of Mr Ashcombe.”

Etta looked at the hand a beat before taking it. Her grip was brief, dry, and surprisingly strong. “You knew him?”

“No. I’m sorry for it all the same.”

Something moved at the back of the older woman’s eyes — interest, possibly, or its cousin, suspicion. “Then you may be the only one on this island who is,” she said, and turned to lead them up the steps.

They climbed in silence. Halfway, the switchback turned them out over the sea, and Tessa paused for breath and looked down at the jetty, at the nameless boats, at the man in the white polo already casting off — and it occurred to her, in the idle way that facts sometimes arrive before their meaning, that when that launch cleared the point there would be no way off Perdita Cay that the family did not control.

Above them, the house waited. Somewhere inside it, a will lay in a solicitor’s case, and around that will, like iron filings around a magnet, seven people were arranging themselves into patterns none of them could yet see.

The wind was picking up out of the southeast. On the horizon, very far off and unremarkable to anyone who was not looking for it, the sky had begun, faintly, to bruise.




Chapter Two — Windward House

The house received them the way old houses do: with a smell. Beeswax and salt, cut flowers and something older underneath — damp stone, generations of cigars, the faint sweetness of rum soaked so long into the floorboards that it had become part of the architecture. The entrance hall rose two storeys to a gallery, and from its walls a century of Ashcombes looked down out of oil paint, none of them smiling.

“Your rooms are on the east side,” Etta said. “Dinner is at eight. Mr Price arrived this afternoon; the others are already here.” She paused at the foot of the stairs, one hand on the newel post, and added, without turning: “The house is not what it was. You’ll forgive what needs forgiving.”

Tessa’s room was lovely and looked as if it had been lovely, unchanged, for forty years — mahogany bed, mosquito netting gathered like a bridal veil, shutters opening onto the sea. She unpacked her few things, washed the salt off her face, and stood a while at the window. Below the lawn the cliff fell away to water going grey. The flag snapped at half-mast. Somewhere in the house a clock struck the half hour with a beautiful cracked note, and a door closed with more force than doors need.

At eight, the family was assembled in the drawing room, and Tessa understood within ninety seconds why Isabel had begged her to come.

It was not a room of grief. It was a room of positions. People had arranged themselves the way pieces stand on a board mid-game — each one apparently at rest, each one covering something.

Julian Ashcombe held the fireplace. He was a big man going soft, in a linen suit that had cost a great deal some years ago, and he had the high colour of a drinker and a tumbler already half empty in his hand. He gave Tessa’s hand one pump and her face no attention at all. “Calloway. You’re the — what is it Isabel does have — the friend.” His eyes had already gone over her shoulder to the drinks table. “Well. The more witnesses the merrier.”

“Julian,” Isabel said quietly.

“What? It’s a legal occasion. Legal occasions want witnesses.” He smiled with the lower half of his face. “Ask Price.”

The solicitor stood near the window like a man who had positioned himself equidistant from every person in the room and intended to maintain it. Solomon Price was slender, precise, bow-tied despite the climate, and he held his glass of soda water with both hands, the way one holds something that might be taken as evidence. He gave Tessa a small correct bow. “Miss Calloway. Solomon Price, of Price & Osei, Nassau.” And nothing further — but she noticed that his eyes, behind the round spectacles, made a slow patient circuit of the room, and kept returning, like a tongue to a sore tooth, to a leather case set against the wall beside him. He had carried it into the drawing room. He had not set it out of reach.

Coralie Ashcombe was arranged rather than seated on the end of the sofa, in black that fit like an opinion, pearls at her throat, blonde bob so smooth it looked poured. She was the only one who had dressed for a funeral, and she wore it with the composure of a woman who knows that in a room of angry people, stillness is the loudest thing you can do. “So you’re Isabel’s,” she said, offering two cool fingers. “How refreshing. Someone with no reason to be here.” Her green eyes moved over Tessa with frank assessment and, finding neither rival nor asset, moved on. “Enjoy that while it lasts, darling. Nobody stays disinterested in this house.”

Desmond Rhys was at the drinks table, which Tessa would learn was his fixed position, the way the fireplace was Julian’s. He was heavyset and damp, wire spectacles fogging faintly, and he greeted her with enormous warmth and both hands. “Marvellous, marvellous — friend of Isabel’s — marvellous.” His eyes did not once stop moving while he said it: door, window, Julian, the leather case, door again. He dabbed at his neck with a folded handkerchief although the evening breeze through the jalousies was almost cool. “Terrible business. Terrible. Edmund, of all men. A heart like a ship’s engine, I always said, didn’t I always say —” He seemed to lose the thread, and found it at the bottom of his glass.

And then there was Nadia.

She came across the room the moment Tessa entered it, both hands out, and she was the first person on Perdita Cay who looked at Tessa as if arriving were something a person might be thanked for. She was in white, dark curls pinned up, and she was beautiful in the particular way that makes other people feel more interesting rather than less.

“You’re Tessa. Isabel talks about you the way people talk about lifeboats.” Her hand was warm and her smile went right to its work. “Thank God you’ve come. This lot in a locked house — someone sane to talk to might actually keep me from swimming home.” She drew Tessa toward the sofa, away from Julian’s fireplace, and lowered her voice to a register of instant conspiracy. “Now. Survival notes. Never sit in the wing chair, it was Grandfather’s and Julian is keeping score. Never praise the rum unless you can name the year. And whatever Coralie offers you — admire it and put it down.”

It was gracefully done, and it was exactly what a stranger marooned among strangers most wanted, and Tessa liked her at once — and registered, with the small dispassionate clerk that lived at the back of her restorer’s mind and catalogued things whether she asked it to or not, that of everyone in the room, Nadia was the only one who had troubled to make herself liked.

Dinner was conch chowder and grilled snapper and a wine Julian criticised at length, under a bowl of frangipani somebody had arranged with actual attention — Nadia, it transpired; she did the flowers of the house unasked, Isabel murmured, the only one who ever thought of it — and the conversation was a minefield walked by people who had drawn the maps themselves. The company was not mentioned. The will was not mentioned. Edmund was mentioned only in the past-perfect, in anecdotes polished so smooth they could carry no cargo.

It was Desmond who supplied most of those, dabbing his neck between courses, reaching back for a past in which everybody had still been safe. The first company boat — “a condemned inter-island freighter, one engine in five working, and Edmund stood on her deck and described a fleet to the bank until the bank could see it too” — the year they carried mail, rum, and a bishop in the same hold; young Edmund hiring him off a rival’s dock because, he said, Desmond counted faster than the adding machine and sweated more honestly. He told them well, in the manner of a man who has learned which stories are load-bearing, and Tessa noticed that every single one of them ended before the present could get into it.

It was the wine that let the past off its leash. Isabel, making conversation the way one crosses ice, asked whether the cellar was still kept up, and Julian said, “Oh, the cellar he maintained,” with a look down the table that turned it into an indictment, and somewhere in the exchange that followed a name arrived, the way absent names do, sideways: Michael.

Tessa felt, more than saw, the table adjust itself.

“My father,” Nadia said to her, easily, filling the little silence before it could set. “Julian’s brother. He took himself off to Canada before I was born — the only Ashcombe who ever successfully resigned. He used to say this house had better manners than the family; you could tell, he said, because the house never once mentioned money.”

It was lightly done, and it wore beautifully, and the table laughed more than the line deserved, out of relief. Only Julian did not. “Resigned,” he said, into his glass. “There’s a word. He wouldn’t take the office and he wouldn’t take the work, but he kept the name — the name always cashed.”

“He was kind,” said Isabel, unexpectedly staunch. “He taught me gin rummy the last summer he came out. I was eight.”

“And then he never came again,” said Coralie pleasantly, to no one, in the tone of a woman filing something, “and neither did you, darling, did you,” to Nadia, “not once in all those years — Canada must be very absorbing.”

“Mother didn’t fly,” said Nadia, “and Father never asked anything twice. It was his one economy.” And she smiled, and passed the fish along, and the moment went by so smoothly that Tessa only heard the click of it much, much later.

Twice the talk simply stopped, all at once, the way wind drops — and in the second of those silences Tessa looked up and found Etta in the doorway with the serving girl, and understood that Etta had been in the doorway rather a long time.

The housekeeper’s eyes were making their own circuit of the table. Not the darting inventory of Desmond, not Price’s careful surveying. Something slower. She looked at each face the way Tessa looked at a damaged binding: here is the tear, here is the older repair, here is where it will fail next.

For one moment their eyes met. Etta did not look away, and neither, on principle, did Tessa; and something passed between them that was not warmth but might, in time, do the work of it.

“Coffee on the veranda,” Etta said to the room. “Mr Price asks that everyone be in the library at ten tomorrow.” She let the pause do exactly as much as she intended. “For the reading.”

The word landed on the table like a dropped knife. Nobody looked at anybody — which is to say, everybody looked at everybody, in the manner of people trying not to.

“Well,” said Coralie, into the silence, folding her napkin with three exact movements. “At last.”




Chapter Three — The Colonel’s Rum

Coffee on the veranda was a ceremony with rules Tessa did not know, so she did what restorers do: she sat still and watched how the thing was made.

The veranda ran the whole seaward face of the house, wide enough for a dance, its boards silvered by a hundred years of salt. Lamps burned in glass storm-shades at intervals, and beyond their reach the night was absolute — no glow of any town, no ship’s light, only a black sea sliding against a blacker sky and the white noise of surf on the reef. The wind had freshened since the crossing. It came up over the cliff in long breaths and made the flames lean.

Etta brought the coffee, and behind her the serving girl — Mercy, sixteen perhaps, who moved as though she’d been told the floor was sleeping — carried a tray with a squat crystal decanter and eight small glasses.

The decanter changed the temperature of the veranda. Tessa saw it happen: Julian straightened off the rail, Desmond’s handkerchief stopped halfway to his neck, even Price turned from his contemplation of the dark.

“The Colonel’s rum,” Isabel murmured at Tessa’s shoulder. “The estate reserve. Great-grandfather laid it down — there are only a few dozen bottles left in the cellar. Uncle Edmund poured it twice a year. Christmas, and the night before anything important.” She hesitated. “He had a glass every evening himself. Just the one. Said it was the only appointment he never broke.”

Etta poured. It was clearly her office and no one else’s; even Julian, master of the fireplace, waited. The rum went into the glasses the colour of old church varnish, and its smell reached Tessa from four feet away — dark sugar, oak, something faintly medicinal underneath, like a memory of the pharmacy the whole enterprise had once been.

“Mr Price.” Etta handed the first glass to the solicitor, which told Tessa something about protocol, or about Etta. Then Julian, then Coralie, then Desmond, Isabel, and one to Tessa herself, the crystal heavier than it looked.

Nadia put up a hand, palm out, smiling. “None for me, Etta. You know me.”

“I know you,” Etta said, in a voice that could have meant anything, and did not pour the seventh glass.

The eighth stayed on the tray, turned mouth-down beside the decanter, and nobody remarked on it, and Etta carried it away again unpoured, as she had, Tessa would learn, every evening for six weeks. The house still counted its master.

“Grandfather never forgave me for it,” Nadia said to Tessa, dropping into the chair beside her in a spill of white skirt. “The heir to a rum fortune who can’t stand the stuff. He used to say I was proof that God has a sense of humour. Honestly, it tastes like burnt furniture — no, don’t let me spoil it, drink, drink. I’ll toast with coffee like a Presbyterian.”

Julian raised his glass at the sea. “To the old man,” he said, and drank half of it in one movement, which even Tessa knew was not what one did with something forty years in a cellar. “May the ground lie lighter on him than he ever lay on us.”

“Julian.” Desmond’s laugh tried to make it a joke and failed. “Come now.”

“What? We’re all family here. And witnesses.” The word had not lost its flavour for him since the drawing room. He refilled his own glass, out of turn, and Tessa watched Etta watch him do it. “You know what I did today? I walked the north plantation. First time in — Christ, twenty years. It’s all bush now. The old works, the boiling house, the whole — all of it bush. He let it go back. All the time preaching heritage, heritage, and he let the actual place go back to bush.” He drank again. “Because heritage was only ever for the dining room. It was never meant to be looked at.”

“You’re drunk,” Coralie said, without heat, the way one reports weather.

“And you’re in mourning,” said Julian, “and neither of us believes the other, so we’re square.” He smiled at her, and it was the ugliest thing Tessa had seen since arriving. “Tell me, Coralie — for the widow’s four months of devoted nursing, what does one hope to receive? Ballpark.”

“Julian, for God’s sake —” Desmond began.

“He wasn’t nursed,” Coralie said. Her voice stayed level but something came into it, a fine wire. “He wasn’t ill. He was tired in the evenings, that’s all, everyone saw it, Etta saw it — and then his heart stopped in the night, the way hearts do in men of seventy-three who won’t listen to doctors. I was in Nassau. As you know. As the coroner knows. As everyone who matters knows.” She set down her glass with a click. “What I hope to receive is an evening without your mouth in it, but we can none of us have everything.”

The wire in her voice interested Tessa less than one word in the middle of it. Tired in the evenings. Filed, catalogued, cross-referenced with nothing yet.

Price cleared his throat with the sound of a man opening a meeting. “It will perhaps be easier,” he said, “for everyone, after tomorrow. Uncertainty is its own poison. Ten o’clock, and it will be done.”

“Will it,” said Julian. It was not a question, and Price did not treat it as one. But Tessa was looking at the solicitor as he spoke, and she saw what the others, occupied with their fronts, did not: at Julian’s tone, Price’s hand had gone — briefly, involuntarily, the way a hand goes to a wallet in a crowd — to the leather case beside his chair.

The party broke up not long after; there is no society in dread. Desmond went first, claiming letters; then Coralie, trailing a “goodnight, all” as neutral as a closed door. Julian stayed at the rail with the decanter’s ruins, a big man silhouetted against nothing.

Tessa lingered to carry her own cup in — Bristol habits die hard — and so was in the passage when Mercy came through with the loaded tray, caught the swinging door on her shoulder, and lost the whole architecture of it: crystal sliding for the edge. Nadia was there before Tessa had finished flinching. One hand under the tray’s corner, one steadying the girl’s elbow, no fuss, no lesson in it — and then, instead of handing it back, she took the tray herself, restacked the glasses in three quick passes, and carried it on toward the kitchen as if she had done it every evening of her life, humming as she went. A small tune, minor-keyed, more breath than voice: the kind of thing a person hums without knowing they own it.

At the kitchen door stood Etta, a lamp in her hand.

She did not move out of the way at once. She stood quite still, her eyes on Nadia, with an expression Tessa could not read at all — not disapproval, not surprise; nearer to the look of someone who hears their name called in an empty house.

“Where did you get that?” Etta said.

“Get what?” The tray balanced on one arm, easy as breathing.

“The tune.”

“Was I humming?” Nadia laughed. “Radio, probably. Everything washes up on this island eventually — even songs.” And she moved past
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