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CRIME SCENE EXAMINATION REPORT RELATING TO THE MURDER OF KIERAN DEVENEY

CSI: Jim Dixon

OIC: DI Harriet Moore

DIVISION: North Devon, Devon County Police

LOCATION: Drogan Island (aka Liars Island), situated in the Bristol Channel, about 12 miles from the North Devon coast

EXAMINATION COMMENCED: 2.00pm, 25 May 2023

EXAMINATION NOTES

Suspicious death. Body – fully clothed – located just below the high tide mark in bay known as Devil’s Cauldron, on the southern tip of Liars Island. Injuries to the head.

Scene filmed and photographed. Items recovered from beach for forensic examination.

EVIDENCE COLLECTED

Scene and forensic items photographed REF LR1–LR15 Items recovered include:


	♦A child’s doll REF LR16

	♦A drinks can REF LR17

	♦Casio watch REF LR18

	♦Used syringes REF LR19

	♦Printer cartridge REF LR20

	♦Fishing net REF LR21
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‘She was a mother too, you know.’ Dr Cassius from the South West Marine Stranding Scheme stares down at the huge carcass at her feet, a slick of bright red sinew pressing through the slashes, criss-crossing her back. ‘And somewhere out there is her pup.’

‘An orca, right?’

She looks at me with unexpected gratitude. ‘Thank you for not calling Maisie a killer whale. That’s a very unfair moniker for such a beautiful animal.’

‘My dad would never have forgiven me for getting it wrong, but I’ve never seen an orca in North Devon before.’

‘You’re right. She’s a long way from home. A couple have been sighted off the Cornish coast, but Maisie belongs to a pod in the Hebrides.’

‘And I think I’m right in saying orcas aren’t whales either, but a species of dolphin.’

‘The largest. Impressive, Miss …’

‘Dymond. And it’s Ally. You called her Maisie so I take it you knew her.’

‘We’ve been tracking her for decades, part of an ongoing programme to try and understand more about these wonderful animals, and others.’

‘Decades?’

‘Orcas can live for up to fifty years, but not our Maisie here.’ She shakes her head in genuine sorrow and I wonder if there’s anyone in the human world that could provoke this level of grief in her.

‘Did she beach herself? Dad used to tell me how sick or injured dolphins and whales would get themselves stranded on land.’

‘He knows his stuff, your father, but no, Maisie didn’t die on land. As you can tell, she’s in the advanced stages of decomposition.’ Dr Cassius looks out at the calm waters barely able to muster the effort to break on the shore. ‘She died out there.’

‘So she was harpooned?’

‘God, no, nothing like that. Believe it or not, Maisie drowned.’

‘Drowned?’

‘Your father must have skipped that lesson.’ She smiles. ‘Maisie is a mammal. She has to surface to breathe although they can stay under for up to fifteen minutes. My guess is she got caught in fishing nets and couldn’t escape. It happens a lot. Not on purpose, of course.’

‘It’s still a criminal offence which carries six months in prison. Not enough in my book.’ PC Bryan Rogers appears at my side, nose wedged in the crook of his arm to ward off the stench. It’s not the first time he’s bemoaned light penalties for wildlife crime. As if on cue, he follows up with, ‘You know what I always say, Ally, if they’re hurting animals, they’re hurting humans.’

‘Not just her, but her baby too,’ says Dr Cassius. ‘Orcas make wonderful mothers. They nurse their pups until they’re two. Never leave their side. Now the poor little thing has to fend for himself.’

‘Will he survive?’

‘No, not unless another matriarch steps in. Whether you’re an orca or a human being, all children need a mother figure in their lives, don’t you think? Let’s hope Maisie has a bestie out there willing to raise her son.’

‘Let’s hope so.’ I smile.

‘Right, now Ally’s here, I’ll leave you to it. I’m going to get a coffee from the Coffee Shack before I chuck my guts up. Want one, Dymond?’

I glance at the Airstream café at the top of the slipway, catching sight of its owner, Liam, my friend. Or he was. I’m not sure what he is now.

‘Please. Black, no sugar.’

‘I’ll get them then. Actually, I wasn’t expecting you. Aren’t you meant to be back on Major Investigations? I thought we’d be getting that lanky fella with red hair.’

‘Jake? He’s on a burglary in Wellacombe and I’m just waiting for the paperwork to go through. Till then, you’re stuck with me, I’m afraid.’

‘Their loss is our gain, but if you’re sticking around Bidecombe for a bit longer then I’ve got some bad news for you.’

‘Oh?’

‘Cal Meeth is back in town.’

‘Cal Meeth? The guy that sent Bidecombe’s crime stats through the roof?’ Church roofs to be precise, which he systematically relieved of their lead.

‘The very same. He did a stretch and then went up country for a while, and now he’s back. God knows why. Bidecombe’s not exactly rich pickings, is it?’ Maybe I should defend my hometown, but Bryan has a point. A rundown coastal town lying further along the North Devon coast, Bidecombe peaked when Queen Victoria was on the throne and the well-to-do would seek out its restorative air and waters. The harbour area still manages to put on its best for the summer visitors but, off-season, the town struggles to know what to do with itself.

‘Maybe he’s gone straight.’

‘He was working on the quay when I saw him, but he said he’d just been taken on at The Albion so let’s hope that’s the case for all our sakes. He was a tricky little sod to catch. Always gloved up. Got rid of his shoes after every job. Got rid of the goods as soon as he nicked them. No one prepared to grass him up.’

‘I remember. Cocky, too. He told the detectives interviewing him that they’d just got lucky. They’d never catch him again.’

‘The way policing is today, he’s probably right.’

‘Thanks for the heads-up, Bryan, and the secret is to mouth-breathe.’

‘What?’

‘That’s what I do when the smell is really bad. I breathe through my mouth.’

‘Yeah, I think I prefer my method of getting as far away as possible before I gag. Your coffee’ll be waiting for you at the Coffee Shack.’

I watch him leave and turn back to Dr Cassius.

‘I’ll finish photographing her and then she’s all yours. Will you tow her out to sea?’

‘No, she’ll be taken to the landfill site where I’ll do a full PM.’

‘Landfill?’

‘Yes, a sad end to a magnificent animal.’

But before I have time to commiserate, my phone rings. It’s DI Harriet Moore, head of Major Investigations.

‘Excuse me, I should take this.’

I walk clear of Maisie’s corpse to answer the call.

‘Hello, Harriet. Good to hear from you. I assume this is about my transfer?’

‘No, I’m on Drogan Island.’

Instinctively, I look out at across the Channel at the small dark plateau of land moored on the horizon.

‘You mean … Liars Island?’

Saying its name after all these years unsettles me in a way I hadn’t expected. I removed it from my vocabulary a long time ago: an act of self-preservation.

‘Of course.’ A loud tut reaches me. ‘I forgot this is Devon where everywhere has a bloody nickname. Why can’t you just use the actual one on the map?’ DI Moore is newly transferred from London. She’s still got a lot to learn. ‘Anyway, we got a lad washed up on the beach this morning so—’

‘Sorry,’ I cut her off, preempting what’s coming next. I’m not going back there, for Harriet or for anyone. Liars Island needs to remain where I left it: in my past. ‘I’m on a job. I don’t know when I’ll be done.’

‘That’s not why I’m calling. There’s a team out there already. We’ve flown the body back to the mainland. The lad’s at the mortuary at Barnston Hospital. I need you to get over there and photograph the PM for me.’

‘A postmortem?’ I check my watch. ‘But it’s only 2pm. I thought he was found this morning.’

‘He was. We had to move him. The tide was coming in. Alex has done his bit and is ready for you whenever you can get down to the mortuary. DS Henry Whiteley will meet you there and take you through it.’

‘Okay, I just have to finish up here and then I’m on my way. So what are we looking at? A drowning?’ I stare down at the great black-and-white hulk that was once an orca called Maisie, and wonder what the chances are of attending two drownings in one day. A first. Even for me.

‘We would be,’ sighs Harriet, ‘if there wasn’t a bloody great big hole in his head.’
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Top notes of formaldehyde, bottom notes of methane and ammonia; I know I’m in the mortuary at Barnston Hospital long before I’m shown into the postmortem room. It’s a constant battle between preservation and decay. But decay always wins. I’d like to think I’ve grown used to the smell of death over the years, but that would be a lie. As I said to PC Rogers, I’ve just got good at mouth breathing.

Gary, the assistant mortician, greets me in the corridor, after buzzing me into the building. He’s changed since I last saw him. His ponytail has been lopped off and his face is shaved smooth.

‘Ally, it’s been a while.’ He stops short when he catches a whiff of me. ‘Woah, no offence, but you reek.’

‘Dead orca at Morte Sands.’

‘That’ll do it!’ He grins. ‘I once read decomposing blubber can be smelt from five miles away, but since we don’t do animal postmortems, I take it you’re here for the lad they found out on Liars Island.’

‘That’s right. How are you, Gary? How’s the band?’

‘Good, although I’m cutting down on the gigging since I found out I’m gonna be a dad.’

‘A dad?’

‘Yep. Trisha is four months gone.’

‘Congratulations. Give her my best. You’ll be great parents.’

‘Thanks. She’ll appreciate that. You know she’s still upset about what happened last year to your daughter. She still can’t believe she didn’t spot the signs.’

I don’t blame Trisha. Her colleague, Simon Pascoe, the seemingly mild-mannered paramedic, who killed at least two women and tried to kill my daughter Megan, had everyone fooled.

‘Tell her not to worry. Megan is doing just great, living it up in North Wales with her dad as we speak.’

‘Thanks, Ally. Alex is all ready for you. The tox report will be with you in the next week or two,’ he says, handing me a gown, mask and paper slip-on shoes.

‘Ally Dymond, as I live and breathe, and as you know, there aren’t many of us down here who have that ability,’ says Alex, the pathologist, when I walk into the examination room. ‘I take it you and DC Whiteley here know each other.’

‘DS,’ the officer corrects him.

‘Sorry, DS Whiteley.’

‘Yes, we do.’

‘Anyway, good to see you back on MI.’

‘It’s not official yet. I’m just waiting for it to be signed off,’ I reply, setting my case down on the stainless steel bench running the length of the room. ‘But how are you? How’s Margery?’

‘Still sending me out to work, as you can see.’ But his eye roll is full of good humour.

‘You love it, really. And the boys?’

‘The bank of dad is still open for business, apparently. How’s your girl?’

‘She’s well, Alex. It was touch and go for a while, but once she was out of the coma, she was on her way. She’s bonding with her dad in North Wales at the moment. Thank you for the flowers, by the way.’

‘Our pleasure. Margery and I were devastated to hear what happened to her. Then the cowardly bastard escapes justice by throwing himself off a cliff. I only hope you can get some kind of closure.’

‘Yes, thank you, I think we have.’ I smile. I have a feeling that if I told Alex the truth, I’d find a sympathetic ear, but now is not the time to admit to a Home Office pathologist that I killed Simon Pascoe.

DS Whiteley clears his throat, reminding Alex why we’re all here.

‘Right, yes, where was I?’ says Alex, taking the hint. ‘DS Whiteley was just filling me in on what they know so far which, I think it is safe to say, isn’t a great deal.’

‘That’s right,’ says Henry. ‘His name is Kieran Deveney. His father, Hilton Deveney, formally identified his body a few hours ago.’

‘The Hilton Deveney?’ Hilton Deveney is a local hotshot property developer.

‘The same.’

‘This one will be all over the papers, and social media.’

‘Well, considering his son had just died, he didn’t seem that upset at the ID. Just angry, as if it was his lad’s fault.’ Henry pushes the memory to one side. ‘Anyway, Kieran ran the Bara Watersports Centre on the southern tip of the island with his friend and business partner Ben Dawson.’

‘Liars Island has a watersports centre? I thought the whole place was a conservation area.’

‘It is, but Hilton is head of the board of trustees for the island so I guess he pulled some strings to get it built. Anyway, Kieran’s body was found in a small bay, a little way from the centre, pretty place, but weird name. The Devil’s Cauldron. Anyway, the DI just wants you to photograph his injuries and anything else Alex thinks is worth recording.’ Henry turns his attention back to Alex. ‘And, if we can ascertain an approximate time of death as well as cause, of course, that would be very helpful. In particular, we need to know if the injury to his skull could be accidental?’

‘Accidental?’ says Alex, raising an eyebrow.

‘Yes, could Kieran have just slipped off a rock, banged his head and fallen into the water and drowned, that kind of thing?’

‘Well, let’s see, shall we?’

Alex treats me to a knowing smile. He already has the answer, of course, but he likes to hold off on the big reveal. Maybe it’s the long hours spent alone in the company of corpses, but Alex is a pathologist who enjoys an audience, gently leading them through his findings towards the final dramatic climax.

Pulling back the sheet to reveal Kieran’s naked torso, he stands back to allow me to take a couple of overall shots. My lens focuses on Kieran’s face. His youth shocks me. It always does. Death has no place among the young. An unblemished, unlined complexion points to a life barely begun. His vital force has deserted him leaving behind an empty casing.

‘First things first. As you can see’ – Alex waves a hand over the Y-shaped track across Kieran’s chest – ‘we’ve already done the PM and I can tell you that Kieran didn’t drown. In fact, even though he was found on the beach, at no time was he submerged in the water which leaves us with this rather nasty head wound.’

‘And?’ says Henry, leaning against a side counter, arms crossed.

‘Well, you’re not going to see anything from there, son. Come closer.’ Tensing up at being called son, Henry hesitates before edging nearer. He wouldn’t be the first cop to be squeamish around dead bodies.

‘That’s better,’ Alex says. ‘Now, this injury here’ – his finger circles the wound in Kieran’s head – ‘is a blunt force injury which is consistent with a fall from height or a heavy blow to the top of the skull with a rock. Now, if Kieran had fallen, I’d have expected other evidence such as cuts, grazes, bruises, that sort of thing, but there’s nothing. That doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. It just means there weren’t any.’

‘It’s unlikely to be a fall. His body was too far from the rocks unless he died elsewhere and was washed up on the shore, but you already said he didn’t spend any time in the water.’

‘That’s correct.’

‘So it’s more likely to have been caused by someone hitting him over the head?’ Henry reenacts someone bringing a rock down hard.

‘Yes, that’s also very possible. You might want to go in closer too, Ally.’

I focus my camera lens on the top of Kieran’s head and the mash of brain tissue visible where the bone has cracked and splintered under the force of the blow. I fire off several shots, shifting the angle each time.

‘How do you know the weapon was a rock?’ asks Henry.

‘We picked some of it out of his skull. If you’re interested, it’s granite.’

‘Granite? That’s very specific.’

‘Yes. Margery decided I needed a hobby some years back, said I was spending too much time with the dead, so she enrolled me in an evening class on geology. We go all over the country. It’s great fun. You can take a look through the microscope, if you like.’

Henry stays put, not wanting to delay the proceedings, but curiosity gets the better of me. Through the eyepiece, I adjust the dial and am rewarded with the sight of a slither of black-and-white stone.

‘Granite is igneous rock formed when magma cools slowly. You can just make out the tiny little crystals,’ says Alex. ‘What you’re looking at, Ally, has taken millions of years to form, and started life deep within the Earth’s crust.’

‘So just to be clear,’ says Henry, steering Alex back to the postmortem. ‘Kieran was killed at the hand of another.’

‘Yes. I would say so.’

‘And what about the time of death?’

‘What have your enquiries narrowed it down to so far?’

‘Narrow isn’t the word I’d use. Kieran was last seen around 11pm the day before yesterday when he left the pub. His body was found by his business partner at 11.30 this morning. All we know is that his death happened some time during that twelve-hour period.’

‘Oh, I think we can do better than that. As you know it’s not an exact science especially when there’s so many variables at play, but my calculations would put his death somewhere between midnight and 5.13am, just before it got light.’

‘5.13am?’ Henry frowns.

‘Yes, I mean it’s possible that we could extend the window to later, say 7.30am, but I’m fairly certain he died before dawn which would have been at 5.13am.’

‘Wow. How can you be so specific? That’s incredible.’

‘Not really.’ Alex grins at me. He’s been leading up to this moment since Henry arrived. ‘Kieran had a broken torch in his pocket. It was still switched on. It was dark when Kieran died.’
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Closing my eyes, I tilt my head upwards in thanks to the onshore wind embracing me like an old friend. My arms raised in the form of a cross, the stiff breeze cools my skin and sieves my clothes of the cloying effluvium of chemicals and decay accumulated in the course of my day.

Satisfied I no longer reek of tangy chemicals and rotting flesh, I step back from the cliff edge and sit down on the bench nestled at the lowest point of the narrow sheep path that leads down from the clifftop. This is Breakneck Point, a grassy headland jutting out of North Devon’s towering coastline into the Bristol Channel. This is where I come to cleanse myself of the dead: animal and human.

Scanning the horizon, my eye is drawn to a hazy outline anchored midway between the coasts of North Devon and Wales – Liars Island, so called because only the foolish believe its beauty is benign. This is a land where impenetrable mists lure the lost into fathomless ravines, where riptides clamp themselves around unsuspecting swimmers, where gusting winds sweep the hapless over cliff edges. Death is its core business. I, of all people, know that. And now death has come once more to its shores. What of the island’s inhabitants? How must they be feeling about Kieran’s death? I remember the islanders from long ago. Knitted together by adversity, they were hardy people who relied on one another to stay safe on an island constantly trying to evict them, but Kieran didn’t drown or fall to his death. That poor young man lying in the mortuary was murdered. So what happens when the killer isn’t a stormy sea or dense fog? What happens when the killer is one of your own?

‘Sorry, Ally, I didn’t see you there.’

Startled by the sudden intrusion, I look up to see Liam hovering in front of me. He seems equally surprised to see me and I suspect if he’d spotted me earlier he would have retreated back up the path. Now, all he can do is shift awkwardly, running a hand through his sun-streaked hair.

‘So … how’s things?’

‘Good. You?’

‘Good. Sorry, I couldn’t chat this morning. It turns out dead orcas are good for business.’

When I’d finished photographing Maisie at Morte Sands, Bryan had a coffee waiting for me at the Coffee Shack. Even though the queue snaked back to the car park, I sensed Liam was avoiding me.

‘That’s okay.’

‘I was surprised to see you. I thought you’d be out there,’ he says, nodding towards Liars Island.

‘You heard about the death then?’

‘Ally, come on,’ he teases. ‘This is North Devon. Everyone’s heard about it. Apparently, it’s Hilton’s son who runs the kayak centre out there.’

I doubt Liam knows Hilton Deveney personally, but as a prominent local property developer who constantly graces the local press to remind us that his various nefarious plans for North Devon come from nowhere other than a place of pure benevolence, Hilton’s surname is no longer necessary.

‘Yes, it is and I’m impressed by your sources.’

‘My sources also tell me it was murder.’

‘I take it one of your old police buddies told you, or was it the gossip in the coffee queue?’

‘That would be telling.’ He grins. ‘Actually, I knew the lad a little bit. He’d sometimes kayak to Morte Sands. Nice guy. Can’t imagine he’d have too many enemies. So why aren’t you out there?’

‘My transfer papers aren’t through yet.’

‘They’re taking their sweet time,’ he says, frowning.

He’s right. Even by police standards, my return to Major Investigations has been tortuously slow.

‘You know what HR is like.’

But Liam isn’t letting it go.

‘You should talk to them, make sure someone isn’t blocking you.’

‘Blocking me?’

‘You know the score, Ally. Upset the wrong person in policing and you’re forever on the outside of the tent pissing in, and let’s be honest,’ he adds, ‘you upset an entire unit.’

In a normal world, I’d be one of the good guys, exposing a senior officer, among others, trying to fix the evidence in a murder trial, but policing isn’t a normal world. Instead of a commendation for rooting out corruption, I was unceremoniously dispatched to the outer reaches of the force area and it’s taken over a year and a new SIO to even get close to getting back on the Major Investigations Unit.

‘That was ages ago now. There’s practically no one left. Not after the witch hunt by Professional Standards. It’s all new faces now.’

‘You’re probably right. Ignore me.’

Our safe conversational go-tos exhausted, we lapse into silence, a silence that is entirely my fault. When Liam asked me out some months ago, I told him a relationship was off the cards while Megan was recovering from her injuries after her attack. That part wasn’t the problem. The part that was, was that I then jumped into bed with someone else. I couldn’t keep that from Liam. Telling him was the right thing to do because for us to stand a chance he needed to know everything. Besides, he already knows my biggest secret – one that only two people in the world know, one that could send me to prison for the rest of my life. If ever there was a deal breaker, knowing I killed a man would be it. Surely an ill-judged fling didn’t come close. But I was wrong and despite my insistence it was a terrible mistake, that I hadn’t been thinking straight, that it meant nothing to me, you know, the usual clichés, Liam couldn’t see past it. Not that he said anything. Maybe it would have been better if he had. Instead, he just upped and left and I’ve barely seen him since.

‘So how’s Megan?’ he says, pleased to have found something to say.

‘On holiday with her dad. In Wales.’

‘Really?’

I forget he doesn’t know this, but why would he? He’s no longer a fixture in my life, or Megan’s.

‘Yes. She’s been through so much.’ Christ, what an understatement. Megan recovered after Simon Pascoe attacked her, only to lose her best friend to arson at our home. Her visible injuries have healed, but it’s the scars that can’t be seen that trouble me. ‘I thought it’d do her good to get out of Bidecombe for a while and it’s a chance for her to get to know her dad and his family properly. He’s got fifteen years to make up for.’

‘Must be weird not having her around the place.’

‘Yeah, it is, but Penny and I are having a catch-up with her later.’

‘Well, give her my best.’

‘I will.’

He points a thumb towards the hill behind us.

‘I better be getting back.’

‘Of course. See you around.’

He lingers a little longer.

‘Actually, Ally, I’m glad I bumped into you. There’s something I should tell you.’

‘There you are.’

A female voice reaches us from halfway down the path. I look up to see a woman in heeled boots picking her way gingerly through the sheep shit sprinkled on the uneven track. Heels and sheep paths don’t mix. I recognise her. Her name is Tanya and she runs Timeless Treasures, a gift shop on Bidecombe quay, selling shells with googly eyes, but what does she want with me? When she reaches us, to my surprise, she slides her arm around Liam and kisses him on the cheek. It isn’t me she’s come for. It’s Liam and the thought of that causes something to shift in my chest.

It’s then that I notice his hair has been trimmed and styled although a bout of self-consciousness ruffling appears to have unleashed it again and he’s thrown a brown jumper over one of his normal exotic-bird themed shirts. I sense a woman’s touch, but it’s not mine. I guess this is what Liam was about to tell me.

‘How did you know I was out here?’ he asks and I wonder if I detect an edge in his voice that Tanya is an unwanted arrival before dismissing it as wishful thinking.

‘One of the surfers at the café said you often walk out this way so I thought I’d come and say hello.’

‘Great,’ Liam replies, smiling. ‘Tanya,’ he says, then turns to me, ‘this is Ally.’

‘We’ve met before. I’m a CSI. I attended your gift shop on the quay when it got broken into a while back.’

‘Oh. Right. Yes, of course.’ She’s being polite. She doesn’t remember. Why would she? ‘Actually, it’s a gallery. Anyway, Liam, we should get going. The table is booked for seven.’

‘Sure. Sure.’ I sense he’s waiting for her to go first, but she remains where she is, smiling, so he leads the way. ‘See you around, Ally.’

Tanya slips her hand into his and the two of them stroll back up the path. That could have been me, should have been me, if I hadn’t fucked it up. My disappointed sigh is lost on the breeze and I no longer want to be here on my own. I turn to take the path in the opposite direction when Liam calls down to me.

‘I know what I meant to tell you.’

‘What was that?’

‘When I was in Bidecombe today, down by the harbour, I saw a boat come in.’

‘That’s pretty standard for a harbour.’

‘Yes, but you’ll never guess what it’s called.’

‘I’ve no idea.’

‘The Aloysia. That’s your full name, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, but are you sure?’

‘Positive. It’s such an unusual name.’

It can’t be her. Not after all this time.

‘What … what did she look like?’

Liam takes a moment to think while Tanya looks around impatiently.

‘She had a blue hull, that’s all I can remember about her, but a weird coincidence, hey?’

‘Yes.’ I smile, but it’s not as weird as Liam thinks because the blue-hulled fishing boat that sailed into the Bidecombe Harbour this morning is named after me.
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She wasn’t always called The Aloysia. She was The Perfidious when we first got her. Dad hated the name. He told me it meant deceitful so I asked him what he was going to call her instead.

‘The Aloysia, of course,’ he said, surprised by my question. ‘I can’t think of a better name than one that means famous warrior.’ Then he smoothed his beard like he always did when he was thinking. ‘But renaming a boat isn’t as simple as just scraping the letters from her hull. Boat names are recorded in the Ledger of the Deep kept by Poseidon, god of the sea. They must be completely removed before we rename her.’ It was just one of dozens of sea tales he’d tell me and, of course, I lapped it up.

‘How do we do that?’

‘We hold a purging ceremony.’

And that’s exactly what we did. Erasing Perfidious from the maintenance logs, the transom and even the engine, Dad then wrote it on a name tag and threw it into the harbour.

‘The ink’s soluble,’ he explained. ‘A few days in the water and it’ll fade and finally disappear just like the Perfidious. If it doesn’t, we’re all in trouble.’

Next came the naming ceremony where Dad called on Poseidon to accept her new name – The Aloysia – and implored the four great winds – Boreas, Zephyrus, Eurus and Notus – to give us safe passage. And that was it. The Aloysia was official. Nothing bad would happen to her or those who sailed in her. But it did happen.

I grab a bottle of Sam’s Cider from the fridge and, sinking down into the sofa, I flip open my laptop. The news article flashes up on my laptop screen: ‘Popular Bidecombe Harbour Master Goes Missing Off Liars Island.’ Still the headline shocks me as if there’s still a tiny part of me that is learning of my Dad’s death for the first time.

The Aloysia was found adrift in the Bristol Channel. There was no sign of her captain, Arthur ‘Davy’ Dymond. Arthur was my adoptive dad’s real name, but everyone called him Davy, a nickname acquired after a friend ribbed him for his wild hair, likening it to some old picture they’d seen of the mythical pirate Davy Jones with octopus-tentacled locks.

The town reacted to Dad’s disappearance with collective disbelief. How could it happen? Davy knew the sea better than anyone. People were mystified. They’d stop me in the street to share their condolences. ‘Of all people …’ ‘He was the last person …’ ‘If it can happen to him, it can happen to anyone.’

I kept my fears to myself. Still young enough to believe in silly superstition, I was certain Dad made a mistake with the renaming ceremony and had incurred the wrath of the gods. If only he’d kept the name Perfidious.

A huge search was mounted for him. His fishermen friends went out in fleets determined to find him. Their search far outlived any faith the waters would give him up alive, but still they looked because those who fish the oceans know better than most that it is one thing to die at sea, but not having a body to bury is a double cruelty. It condemns you to a life of misplaced hope that they’ll return in the face of overwhelming evidence that they never will. Even now, there are times I expect Dad to stroll through the front door of my cabin, whistling ‘Blow the Man Down’. Only he doesn’t know where I live, or that I work for the police, or even what I look like now. But that doesn’t stop me holding on to the possibility of his return. That’s the irrationality of incomplete grief.

I skip the article’s reported facts, knowing I can still rattle them off without missing a beat: the seas were calm, the engine had been switched off, there were no signs of any damage to the boat, no other boats were in the vicinity, there were no signs of an altercation. In the cabin was a mug of warm tea and a half-eaten sandwich. The Aloysia became Bidecombe’s very own Mary Celeste as people debated why Dad had abandoned her. A pullout box next to the article – entitled ‘Whatever happened to Davy Dymond?’ – mused over a Bermuda Triangle-type phenomenon, pirates and even an alien abduction. A fun puzzle for anyone, but my adoptive mother Bernadette and me.

My chest tightens at the sight of the two photos accompanying the article. The first is a head-and-shoulders shot taken for Dad’s ID for his job as Bidecombe’s harbourmaster, his dark hair smoothed back and his beard neatly trimmed, almost certainly at Bernadette’s insistence, but I can still sense his discomfort at wearing a shirt so tight the collar looks like it’s trying to take off. In the second photo, taken a year or so before Dad died for an article about winching the boats out of the harbour to spend the winter months in dry dock, he stands next to The Aloysia’s gleaming hull. Dad and I would repaint her every spring whether she needed it or not. For a man who cared so little for his own appearance, he was fastidious when it came to The Aloysia. Look after her, he used to say, and she’ll look after us. Only she didn’t. And now she’s back. The question is why.
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When I walk into the reception at Seven Hills Lodges, Penny Fields, the owner and my closest friend, looks up from her computer and smiles, but it’s a tired smile. It’s May, and there’s still much to do to get the park ready in time for the summer season.

‘Everything okay?’

‘Yes. Of course.’ She leans back and eases out a knot in her shoulder covered by her long hair, which is threaded with coloured beads and a feather, offsetting the grey flecks. ‘Bookings are looking good for the summer.’

‘Great. I was just popping in to remind you we’re Face-Timing Megan in a few minutes.’

‘Right, yes. About that. I’m going to have to give it a miss. There’s a problem with a shower curtain in one of the cabins.’

‘Can’t it wait? Megan would really love to see you.’

‘And I’d love to see her.’

Years of minding Megan when I was on call or working shifts mean Penny is close to Megan too. Sometimes I think she’s closer to my daughter than I am. Seven Hills Lodges has been home ever since Penny found us shivering in the local park having escaped my abusive drunk of an ex on Boxing Day. It was only meant to be for a few days until we got ourselves sorted, but Penny had her own story. Maybe that’s why she took us in. She recognised herself in me, I don’t know, but our friendship blossomed and the days turned into weeks turned into years. Eleven years later and I couldn’t imagine Megan and me living anywhere else.

‘And it’s been ages since we got together.’

Three weeks to be precise, but every time I’ve floated the idea of getting together, Penny’s batted me away.

‘Sorry. Duty calls.’

‘Can’t Lottie do it? Isn’t that why you took her on?’

‘She’s finished for the day. Besides, it’s quicker if I do it myself and then it’s done properly.’

Over the years, I’ve grown used to sharing my day with Penny. Adamant that running a holiday park was far too dull, she’d insist I recount the crime scenes I’d visited. Her questions would nudge me away from the facts towards the emotional impact of being exposed to violent death. It eased the burden and I often wondered if she did this on purpose. Penny Fields, unofficial child minder and personal therapist, is probably the only reason I’m still in the job. Today I want to tell her Hilton Deveney’s son Kieran is too young to die, and that someone on Liars Island is responsible for the hole in his skull and I want to tell her The Aloysia is back in Bidecombe, but I’ve no idea why.

‘Okay, how about you come to the cabin later then? It would be good to have a proper catch-up.’

‘I can’t. I need to get back to the farm. Will’s expecting me.’

‘I’m sure he won’t mind if you’re a bit late.’

‘But I mind,’ she snaps. ‘Can you tell Megan I’ll call her tomorrow?’

She returns to her computer, but I haven’t finished.

‘Pen, what’s going on? Have I said or done something to upset you?’

‘No, why?’

‘I get the feeling you’re avoiding me.’

‘Of course not.’

‘You and Will are okay, aren’t you?’

‘Yes. We’re fine. You know what it’s like this time of year, Ally. I’m up to my eyes in it.’ She laughs, raising a hand to her eyebrow to emphasise her workload.

‘Okay, but if you need any help, you just have to ask.’

‘Hey, did you hear about that orca that washed up at Morte Sands?’ she says, changing the subject.

‘Hear about it? I had the pleasure of smelling it at very close quarters.’

‘So you saw Liam at the Coffee Shack then?’

Penny has an enduring fascination with my love life, or lack of. Since she got together with Will five months ago, she’s convinced I also need to be in a relationship. The problem is it takes two and the person I want a relationship with isn’t interested.

‘Not really. He was really busy.’

‘He’d have made time for you.’

‘I got the impression he was giving me the cold shoulder.’

‘Rubbish, it’s just hurt pride is all. If you made a bit of effort, he’d come round.’

‘I’m not so sure. I think he’s seeing Tanya from the gift shop on the harbour.’

‘Tanya? She’s so not his type.’

‘She looked like his type when I saw them hand in hand at Breakneck Point and please don’t give me that it’s your own fault look.’

‘I told you not to tell him. Some things should remain a secret.’

Penny’s attention returns to her computer screen and I leave her wrestling with spreadsheets. Strolling back up the path to my cabin, I can’t help thinking I’ve experienced many season starts at Seven Hills with Penny and I don’t recall any of them being like this before. Maybe Penny has some secrets of her own.

I lob my keys onto the small round table inside the cabin door just as my phone buzzes in my pocket. It’s Megan. There are plenty of times when I craved a break from my teenage daughter’s emotional unpredictability, but the truth is life is duller without her. She’s only been gone a few days and already I miss her.

‘How are you, love?’

‘Okay,’ she says, offering me a hint of a smile. She’s fifteen. I’ll take that as a win. ‘Did you get to Jay’s grave?’

‘I did. First thing this morning before my shift.’ It’s been several months since Jay’s death. It’s one of the reasons I encouraged her to go on holiday with Julian, her biological father. She barely knows her dad, but it was a chance to escape Bidecombe and the physical reminders of what happened in the hope it would ease her grief, if only for a few days. ‘I picked some violets. I thought they’d look nice. I’ll send you a photo so you can see for yourself.’

‘Thank you.’ She nods and two parallel lines of pale red hair fall forward, the same colour as Julian’s when he had some and nothing like my black curls, which I once loved for their accidental similarity to my dad’s but now just irritate me because of their refusal to be tamed. Megan’s hazel eyes and delicately light complexion belong to Julian too and I sometimes wonder if the only gene I can lay claim to in my daughter is her stubbornness.

‘How’s things with Julian, Cam and the boys?’

‘Okay.’

‘What have you been up to?’

‘We went to a petting farm today.’

‘A farm? You could do that here. For free.’

My efforts to humour her receive the usual disdain.

‘They all live in the city so a hen’s a big deal to them.’

‘So, how are you getting on with Julian and Cam?’

‘Fine.’

‘And the boys?’

‘Fine.’

‘Is something up?’

‘No, why should it be?’

‘You seem a little low.’

‘They’re just a bit in my face, that’s all. They keep making comments about me being on my phone. I let Noah play a game on it and Julian told me off as the boys are only allowed a half hour of screen time a day.’

‘Give it time. You’re all still adjusting to each other.’

‘Where’s Penny?’

‘She couldn’t make it. She’ll call you tomorrow. She’s still dealing with a problem in one of the other cabins.’

Megan smirks. ‘Yeah. That’ll be it.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Nothing,’ she says quickly.

‘She would be here, if she could, Meg. She has got a holiday park to run.’

‘I know, I was agreeing with you. There’s no need to go on about it.’

‘I wasn’t, I was just—’

‘Omg,’ she bursts out. ‘Did you hear about what happened on Liars Island? A guy got murdered.’

I know a deflection when I see one but I go with it.

‘Who told you that?’

‘Helena’s dad knows the captain of the boat that takes supplies and stuff out there. Apparently, it’s our kayak instructor from our school trip last month. Kieran. He was really funny, but a bit full of himself and a real flirt.’

‘In what way?’

‘He had his own personal kayak with his name on it which he gave to Helena because he said he only let special people borrow it and he kept asking if we had boyfriends.’

‘Okay, could he have just been being friendly?’

‘Probably, but he must be at least twenty-five. We’re fifteen. I know some girls would love that, but me and Helena were ew about it.’

‘I’m glad to hear it, but you should have told me at the time. I could have done something.’

‘No way, you’d have just gone off on one like you normally do. Besides, we weren’t the only ones to notice because he and the other kayaker had a massive row.’

‘About Kieran’s behaviour?’

‘Dunno, but Helena forgot to give her life jacket back so she had to go back to the centre. Anyway, she found them having a right go at each other. Kieran was saying to the other guy that he should have told him.’

‘Told him what?’

‘Dunno, but when they saw Helena, they stopped rowing and Kieran just walked off. Do you think it has anything to do with his death? Do you think his friend did it?’

‘I’ve no idea.’

‘Imagine if I just solved a murder.’ Her eyes widen with delight at the thought. ‘How cool would that be?’

But I’m not listening. Maybe Kieran Deveney isn’t so innocent after all.
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Every senior investigating officer runs murder investigations differently. DI Harriet Moore takes the ‘as many eyes on this as possible’ approach which means the briefing room at police headquarters is full when I arrive this morning.

DS Henry Whiteley, Harriet’s gopher, is already stationed at the front by the drop-down white screen talking with a female detective, DC Juliette Hollis. I remember her from the Slaughterhouse Farm murder inquiry. Dressed in a sombre black suit, her hair dragged into a ballerina’s bun, her face devoid of make-up, she wants those around her to take her as seriously as she takes herself. I get that. In policing, appearances count, especially for those young in service. Henry is nodding in a way that suggests Juliette is telling him something he already knows and I sense a rivalry between them: Henry’s already a DS and Juliette thinks she should be one. I watch them for a few moments before realising I am also under surveillance.

Instead of looking away when I catch his eye, Jim Dixon, MI’s crime scene manager, holds me in his gaze as if I shouldn’t be there. He’s right. It’s unusual for a lowly CSI to be in a murder briefing, but that’s not the reason for his hostility. After the dust settled on the corruption inquiry, he was one of many who stonewalled me until it became impossible for me to stay on MI. He must be clean otherwise he wouldn’t have survived the inquisition by Professional Standards. I can only put his attitude down to that golden rule in policing; never rat on a colleague. No matter what they’ve done. Well, screw you, Jim Dixon. I’m not the one that needs to examine their conscience here.

‘Morning everyone.’ DI Harriet Moore sweeps into the briefing room, phone clamped to her ear. In her beige palazzo trouser suit and chunky necklace, she looks like a cop that never leaves her desk – a shiny arse, as we say in the job – but the truth is DI Moore likes to be in the thick of it. We met when she called me in to help with the murder of a farmer at Slaughterhouse Farm shortly after she transferred from London. With the stench of corruption still lingering over the unit, she was unsure who to trust so she turned to me: another outsider.

‘Let’s get started, shall we?’ The room falls silent. This is Harriet’s show and we’re her players. ‘I’m not gonna lie, a murder on an island is a first for me, and before you ask, we’re not talking Death in Paradise here, more like death in the arctic. Anyway, I’m going to hand you over to DS Whiteley who’ll bring us all, including me, up to speed on where we’re at. Feel free to chip in.’

Juliette dims the lights unasked, earning her an appreciative smile from Harriet that she accepts with a quiet pride. Henry presses the remote and the photo of a fresh-faced young man appears. Hair dampened by the sea spray, he’s sitting on a kayak in the ocean grinning into the camera. It’s a normal photo, the kind we take millions of every day. Never could he or the person who took it have imagined it would be headlining a murder briefing. Henry allows us a moment to take it all in, to not lose sight that Kieran was once a vital, vibrant human being whose life has been snatched from him.

‘Okay, so our victim is twenty-eight-year-old Kieran Deveney. He runs Bara Watersports on Liars Island with his friend, Ben Dawson. They’ve been mates since uni. Keiran’s father, Hilton Deveney, is head of the board of trustees that run the island and helped set the two lads up in business. It’s been open for just over two years. Doing well, by all accounts, until two days ago, when Kieran’s body was found on a beach in the southern part of the island by his business partner. He was wearing jeans and a kayak jacket and he had sustained a fatal head injury.’

The screen flicks to another photo. This one is mine. A headshot from the postmortem, showing the top of Kieran’s skull staved in. A couple of people recoil at the shocking contrast of the two images.

‘So,’ continues Henry, ‘initially we thought Kieran had drowned, but the postmortem shows he died of blunt force trauma to the head.’

Juliette raises her hand. ‘Couldn’t he have just slipped and hit his head on the rocks?’

‘No, the pathologist doesn’t believe the injury was accidental. He believes Kieran received a single blow from behind with a lot of force too.’

‘Was death instant?’ asks an older detective in an ill-fitting brown jacket, his doughy features moulded by decades of shift work and late-night takeaways. I don’t know him. He must have joined MI after I left, transferring in from one of the divisions in the south of the county. He looks like he’s nearing his ‘thirty’ so to move to somewhere as intense as MI for his last years of service is impressive, or he needs the overtime.

‘Alex doesn’t believe so,’ continues Henry. ‘The force wasn’t great enough. He thinks if Kieran had been found in time he could have been saved.’

‘Okay. Talk us through time of death,’ says Harriet.

The screen goes blank.

‘Based on Kieran’s movements, we originally put it at between 11.30pm and 11.30am when he was found, but Alex has narrowed that down to somewhere between 11.30pm and 5.13am. Basically just before dawn.’

‘Why before dawn?’ Harriet presses Henry.

‘A broken torch was found on Kieran’s body, the batteries were waterlogged, but it was still in the on position suggesting it was still dark when he was killed.’

Harriet nods, impressed by Alex’s powers of deduction.

‘So what do we know about Kieran’s movements the day before he died?’ the older detective asks.

‘Nothing unusual. He and his business partner, Ben Dawson, are getting the watersports centre ready for the new season. They ate at the only pub on the island which is just up the hill from the centre.’

‘How did they seem?’ asks Juliette.

‘The landlady said normally they’d have spent the time with the others, chatting, playing darts, but that night they tucked themselves away in a corner. She described the conversation they were having as quite intense.’

‘Were they arguing?’ asks Harriet.

‘No, she said it was more like they needed to talk something out. We asked Ben about it. He said they were just discussing their plans to extend the watersports centre. Anyway, they left together, returning to the centre where they each have a flat. They said goodnight and that was it.’

‘So when did Ben notice his friend was missing?’ continues Harriet.

‘He didn’t. Kieran often goes kayaking early in the morning but when Ben saw his kayak was still there he just assumed he’d changed his mind and gone for a hike instead.’

‘Was that normal for him?’ asks the older detective.

‘Apparently, but it wasn’t until Ben decided to do a beach clean of Devil’s Cauldron around mid-morning that he came across Ben’s body.’

‘Devil’s Cauldron?’ Harriet pulls a face. ‘Where do they get the names for these places?’

‘It’s a small sandy cove just beyond the watersports centre, but hidden by the rocks,’ says Henry, oblivious that Harriet’s question was rhetorical. ‘So named because the water is warmer there, but also particularly treacherous which is why kayaks are launched in front of the watersports centre in Seal Bay, named because—’

‘It has seals. Yes, I get it,’ says Harriet, her patience thinning.

‘It also has a jetty where the boat from the mainland docks.’

The jetty. I dismiss the image of the wooden structure built a little way out into the sea as quickly as it appears. I haven’t thought about it in years and I don’t intend to start now.

‘So let’s be clear,’ says Harriet. ‘No one else saw Kieran between the time he left the pub with his friend and business partner Ben Dawson after they were witnessed having a serious debate until the same Ben Dawson found Kieran dead on the beach the following morning.’

Harriet’s statement attracts a few knowing exchanges. We’re all thinking the same thing. It wouldn’t be the first time a killer tried to deflect an investigation by pretending to be the innocent who found the body. If I’m not mistaken, Ben Dawson just became a person of interest.

‘Okay, let’s dial back a bit,’ says Harriet. ‘At some point between 11.30pm and 5.13am, Kieran walks to Devil’s Cauldron where he’s then killed
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