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Prologue

The boy wakes, scared. Something is wrong. It is all his fault.

‘Mum?’ he whispers into the night.

The bed he has woken in is rocking from side to side. Above him, voices howl: Ooooooooo. 

In his night-foggy brain, still tangled in sleep, the boy realises he is not at home in the house on the red beach. He knows he is somewhere else, far away.

He is in the boat. 

And then he remembers shouting at his mother and telling her he hated her for taking him out in the boat and for being so weird that everyone teases him at school.

Your mum is so fucking weird.

There is the water, slapping at the boat’s sides: blap blap blap blap. Ooooooo, blows a ghostly wind through the mast’s wires, a note that rises and falls in intensity. 

He is nine. He has been on this boat often enough to know that it is not ghosts that make the eerie noise, but it might as well be. 

He does not like this story. He should have been nicer to his mum. He should not have got angry. The boat should not be moving like this, tipping, pausing, then tipping back the other way – not feeling like it was ever going to stop.

‘Mum,’ he says out loud. ‘I feel sick.’

There is no answer. 

‘I’m sorry, Mum,’ he whispers, reaching out his left hand across the gap between their two bunks. The sheet where she would have been is empty and cold.

Mum is not there. 

Of course. She must be sailing the boat. 

The black is very black and that makes it harder to breathe. Nothing is steady. Everything is in motion. There is acid in his throat.

Blap blap blap blap. A little bit more awake now, he realises that water should not be slapping at the boat’s sides like this. It is not the right noise. The right noise would be the creakiness of being at anchor, or the thump of sailing into waves, or the grumbling of the diesel engine. This is something different. The boat should not be moving this way, like a roly-poly toy clown. It doesn’t feel right.

‘Mum.’ He sits up, feels instantly seasick. ‘I’m scared.’

On the right side of his bunk is a curtained oval window. He pulls back the fabric and peers out, nose against cold glass. No lights; no stars. Just black.

Added to the noise of the water and the wind, his own breath. Please don’t cry. Please don’t cry.

When he tries to get out of the sleeping bag it’s like someone is grabbing his legs. His feet are tangled in it. He tugs and tugs until finally one is free, then the other. 

‘Mum!’

He drops his legs over onto the unsteady floor, feels in the dark for the aluminium doorhandle, turns and pulls.

 It does not move.

‘Mum?’ 

He tugs at the door harder. He has been locked in. 

‘Mum!’ Voice trembly now. ‘I’m sorry, Mum. I didn’t mean it.’ Bangs now. ‘Mum!’

Eventually fingers find the switch on the round light above the head of his bed and suddenly he is blinking in the brightness. There is no sign of his mother; no sign her bunk has been slept in.

‘Mum, where are you?’ he shouts.

Blap blap blap blap goes the water.

Ooooooo goes the wind, its note higher.

‘Mum!’ he screams, louder than he has ever screamed in his life, and he yanks at the handle as hard as he can but something is stopping the door from opening.

His mum is not sailing the boat, he realises. There is no one on the boat apart from him and his mother has gone.

And if he hadn’t shouted at her this would all be different. 

He peers at the narrow crack between the door and the frame and he can see nothing at all.

He is here, in the middle of the sea, all on his own and the night is dark and the boat is out of control. And now he is really cold and scared. His mother is gone, and it is all his fault. 

In a small, dark room in London, a woman reads the Shipping Forecast into the BBC microphone. ‘Portland, Plymouth,’ she says, ‘Southeast, 6 to 7 occasionally gale 8, squally showers, good becoming poor in showers.’

The weather in the Channel is worsening. Out in the sea, there is a boat. Its navigation lights should be on, but they are not. There is no sail hoisted. Hull side on against rising wind, the mast sways to and fro in a wide arc sweeping across the water. The keel creaks. The noise of the wind in the halyards is louder now. It is drifting, at the mercy of the south-easterly.

‘Help me,’ says the boy in the cabin, slipping onto the cold floor. ‘Please help me. I’m alone.’




One

‘Single. And happily so,’ answered DS Eden Driscoll.

‘No big ex?’ teased Constable Lisa Ali.

‘Shut up.’

‘No kids?’

‘With this job? Last thing on my mind is children.’

‘Well, that’s just one more challenge I’m going to have to overcome,’ announced Lisa in a sing-song voice. ‘I see us with two children. Girl and a boy.’

 Eden could hear other coppers’ laughter in his earpiece. The third day of sitting on the bench at Walthamstow Waterworks in East London, Constable Ali was obviously bored. Some people were just not cut out for undercover work.

‘Are you lot enjoying this conversation?’ whispered Eden.

‘Loving it,’ answered Lima One from his post in the unmarked van.

Constable Lisa Ali was five years his junior and she was taking the piss. Eden stood in the bird hide at the centre of the waterworks, a pair of binoculars round his neck, raising them occasionally to scan what he could see of the footpath behind the wall. Lisa was talking to Eden on the radio she was wearing under a headscarf. DS Eden Driscoll had laid the trap, and Constable Lisa Ali was the bait. 

‘We can call the boy Eden Junior if you like. Eden. That’s an interesting name,’ said Lisa.

‘You reckon?’ Eden whispered into his mike.

‘Just that I’ve never met anyone called Eden before.’

‘At least I did better than my sister. She’s Apple.’

Lisa laughed, a good, hearty laugh.

‘Not so loud,’ cautioned Eden. ‘You’re not supposed to be happy.’ Eden could hear Lima Three snorting too. ‘Come on, guys. Keep it together.’

‘He’s not here,’ answered Lisa. ‘Three days and there’s no one bloody here apart from you and me and the rest of the boys – and, while it’s been nice, my bum is getting cold. He’s not going to show.’

‘We have two more hours,’ pleaded Eden.

‘He’ was Ronan Pan, also known as Tony Markle and Tony Jalil, ex-partner of Hasina Hossein. Hasina Hossein was currently living under protection at a women’s refuge miles from here after Ronan had threatened to kill her. 

Lisa looked a lot like Hasina: tall, dark-eyed, round-faced and slight. It was why Eden had picked her. Eden had warned Lisa, Ronan was a very dangerous man who had coerced several women – including Hasina – into sex work and threatened to kill Hasina for leaving him. 

Lisa had jumped at the chance. ‘Are you kidding?’ she had said. ‘I could be sitting in a patrol car watching my sergeant pick his nose or I could actually do something to help catch a very bad man.’

The first time Hasina had tried to leave him Ronan had poured boiling water on her back. Working on the Major Incident Team, Eden had seen the half-healed skin for himself, pale white. There had been other women before Hasina too. Once, Ronan had sprayed a teenager’s face with battery acid. Afterwards the girl had refused to testify against him because she was so afraid he would do it again.

‘So you’ve never had an actual girlfriend?’ asked Lisa.

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘Oh, God. I think Diesel is pooing again. How much can a dog hold?’

Diesel was Ronan’s American Bulldog, a beefy, big-jawed, stupid-looking animal. Hasina had taken the dog with her when she escaped. Apparently Ronan was as angry about that as he was about Hasina leaving. 

After the assault, Ronan had vanished, just as he had done before. He appeared to have the keys to properties all over the East End, and no amount of intel would reveal his whereabouts. Eden had worked to win Hasina’s confidence. He had promised to keep her safe. 

It was the dog that had given Eden the idea. It was a pretty distinctive beast. They knew that Ronan had operated around Limehouse. He had spent a little time seeding rumours among the market workers on Commercial Road that Hasina – and Diesel – had been seen out here in Walthamstow. Hasina might have gone into hiding, but she would need to take the dog out for a walk every day. Eden had gone so far as to create a fake women’s refuge at an address close to here. Every morning for the last three days, Lisa had walked Diesel from there to here, to the wildlife reserve that had been created in this disused Victorian water treatment works, waiting. 

‘Oh, bloody God!’ exclaimed Lisa. ‘It’s a runny one. I am not going to clear that up. I bet you Hasina wouldn’t. And I’m acting as her, right? Like, method. I probably hang the poo in trees if I do pick it up.’

 ‘Voice. Down.’

‘Oh, come on, Eden. Three days and no sign of him. He’s not coming, is he?’ complained Lisa.

The Detective Chief Inspector had okayed the budget, but only for a limited period. He had not been convinced. And now this was Saturday, day three of three, and they had come up with nothing. Operations like this cost money. It had all been Eden’s idea, and it had been a waste of time, so far at least. Either Ronan had not picked up on the rumours Eden had tried to start, or he was not as angry about losing Hasina and the dog as Eden had calculated. 

They had four pairs of eyes on the small park. There was an unmarked van parked off the Lea Bridge Road, another officer dressed as an angler on the footbridge over the Lea, and a fourth was concealed in brambles to the west. Time and money. 

Today was Saturday too, which was more expensive. He only had the officers until 4 p.m.

‘Seriously. You’re a good-looking boy, Eden. Loads of the girls say so,’ flirted Lisa.

‘Thank you. You know this is all on tape, don’t you?’ said Eden. ‘That’s on public record now.’

‘What about the rest of us?’ Lima Four demanded.

‘You’re not single like Driscoll is, Billy,’ said Lisa. ‘Or as good-looking.’

Lima Four was DC Bailey, known as ‘Bill’. Bill was an old hand at this kind of thing. 

‘Lima One,’ a voice interrupted. ‘Woman coming your way down main track.’ Lima One was the van, parked by the main road. ‘Birdwatcher, I think it’s the one who came yesterday, by the look of it. Red coat. Scarf. Maybe you can strike up a little relationship, Eden, like Lisa says. She’s got a lovely big pair of binoculars.’

‘Hands off, bitch,’ said Lisa. ‘He’s mine.’

‘Come on, you lot,’ said Eden. ‘Last couple of hours. Keep it together. We have to concentrate.’

For a while, the mics went quiet. They sat in silence, waiting. Birds sang. A heron flew overhead, neck long, beak sharp. 

Then Lisa’s voice burst into Eden’s earpiece. ‘Oh, God!’

‘What?’ Eden lifted his binoculars, tense. But Lisa was still on her own, just hunched over her phone. There was no one else in sight.

‘Anyone else seen this story, just come up on the news? The RNLI picked up a yacht floating in the Channel this morning. No one on deck,’ Lisa continued. ‘It looked abandoned, but when they boarded it they found a nine-year-old boy locked in one of the cabins. All on his own. His mother had been sailing it, apparently. But she vanished. They’re doing an air and sea search for her. I guess she must have fallen overboard. Boy on his own, out there on the sea, shut in a cabin.’

‘Poor kid,’ said Lima One.

‘Just imagine that,’ said Lisa.

‘Concentrate,’ said Eden again.

‘Breaks my heart,’ said Lisa. 

‘Oi! Handsome,’ interrupted a voice, speaking in a whisper. ‘Man resembling the suspect approaching from my direction.’

‘Say again?’ said Eden.

It was Bill’s voice. ‘Man, on his own, coming across from the marshes. Fits the picture.’

‘Serious?’ breathed Lisa.

‘Yes. Ten metres away from me now.’

‘Shit.’ Lisa was suddenly quiet.

They had all been issued with photographs, mostly culled from social media. The photos had never been of Ronan himself; he was camera shy. His was just a face glimpsed in the background of other people’s photographs. They had clipped his fuzzy face from group shots. It was the best they could do. There was a photofit too, done by Hasina. But they knew for sure he was stocky. Hasina had reckoned around five-eight.

‘Yep. I think it’s him,’ said the voice again. ‘Short-arse.’ The voice was DC Bailey’s – Lima Four – stationed at the footbridge over the River Lea. 

One of the reasons Eden had chosen this place was that there were only two ways of approaching the site without climbing over fences – from the main road to the north, where Lima One was stationed, and the Hackney Marshes to the south. 

‘He’s past me. I’m following the suspect now,’ whispered Bailey.

‘Fuck, fuck, fuck,’ muttered Lisa. 

‘Don’t worry, Lisa,’ Bailey assured her. ‘I’m right behind him.’

Eden had a good view of Lisa, but not of the path leading towards her from the south. He scanned to the right to try and spot the man approaching. 

‘I got eyes on him too,’ said a third voice. ‘Looks good. Closing in.’

Eden looked around but could see nothing. From where he stood in the middle of the old waterworks, trees and scrub blocked his vision. Two men said the suspect was a good match. That was enough. Eden didn’t want to risk Ronan getting anywhere near Lisa. 

‘Move,’ he said into his mic. ‘All officers.’

Abandoning his position, Eden jogged over to where he could get a better view of the land to the south. He lifted up his binoculars and scanned the vegetation, looking for movement.

There was the suspect, walking towards them, just a silhouette against the tree trunks. Eden broke into a run – not towards him, but towards Lisa, to make sure that he was between the suspect and her. There were two officers behind the man, closing in.

They had discussed in detail how they would detain Ronan. They needed to make sure they had Ronan surrounded before they let him know they were police. They didn’t want to risk his getting away.

Lima One would be out of the van and running towards them. The other two were closing from the opposite side. Now he was in open ground, Eden could see the man wore a pale grey mac and black trainers. As soon as Eden saw that Bailey was behind the man, taser at the ready, Eden said quietly into his radio, ‘Go!’

‘Stop. Police!’ called out Bailey.

The figure stopped, turned to see a man holding a warrant card in one hand and a taser in the other. 

‘Stop. Police. Get down on the ground,’ ordered Bailey, voice loud and clear.

Instead, the man turned again and ran, lunging straight towards Eden – towards PC Ali – then darting to Eden’s left.

Eden threw himself at him, but the man was quick. Eden only managed to grab his calf but it was enough. The man fell heavily onto the gravel path. He screamed.

Catching up with them, Bailey threw himself on top of the prone man, landing heavily.

‘What the fuck?’ squealed the man, kicking the leg Eden was holding. 

‘Ronan Pan,’ Bailey panted, ‘we are arresting you under Section 76 of the Serious Crime Act—’

‘What you bloody on about?’ Face down, the man was wriggling under the weight of them both.

‘2015 . . .’

Eden was up on his knees, cuffs out. Lima One had arrived too, panting.

‘You broke my bloody nose,’ the man was complaining loudly. 

But something was wrong, Eden realised. The man they had wrestled to the ground was talking in a Midlands accent. Eden had heard Ronan’s voice on Hasina’s voicemail. It didn’t fit. ‘Roll him over.’

But before they could do that Lisa screamed.




Two

Afterwards, in the Escape Bar, where the whole team had gathered to celebrate the arrest of Ronan Pan, Eden bought the first round, then the second.

Lisa was on Aperol Spritz. ‘You can drink as much as you like of this stuff and it never makes you drunk,’ she said. ‘Apparently.’

‘“You broke my bloody nose!”’ Bailey was laughing, recounting the afternoon’s events again to the officers and PCSOs who had joined them in the pub. ‘Poor guy. He was fucking furious.’

It was like this on the rare days when the Major Investigation Team scored a success. Everyone was jubilant, drunk on the sense that they had done a dark job and that the world was better for it. 

Eden handed Lisa the drink and led her away from the crowd towards an empty table in a quieter corner. It had been a busy evening, completing paperwork, conducting preliminary interviews. There had not been a chance to talk to her properly.

Lisa sat at the table, pulled the slice of orange from her drink and sucked on it.

‘Are you sure you’re OK?’ Eden asked her.

‘Bit shaky. I still got loads of adrenaline going round inside. It all happened so fast.’

‘I’m sorry about what happened,’ he said. ‘It was my fault. I take full responsibility.’

‘I mean, he didn’t actually do anything to me.’

Ronan Pan been the one wearing a woman’s red overcoat and headscarf. He was the one who had been carrying a pair of binoculars. Just as they had been watching out for him, it turned out he had been observing Lisa and the dog, Diesel. 

‘He could have, though. You must have been scared,’ he said. 

‘I screamed pretty loud, didn’t I?’ She smiled lopsidedly, and for a second Eden thought she was going to cry. 

‘It certainly got our attention.’

She laughed, but she was looking at him more warily now. ‘What about you?’ she asked.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Are you OK?’

‘Me?’ Eden blinked. ‘I’m fine. We got him, didn’t we?’

‘Yeah, we did, but that’s not what I meant. I mean, I was scared, but you . . .’

‘Me what?’

She took a gulp from her glass. ‘Only you were hitting him pretty hard.’

Eden wasn’t expecting that. ‘Was I?’ 

When Lisa had screamed, Eden had leapt up – and off the legs of the man he had tackled. There wasn’t much time to think. 

When he turned, he saw that Ronan Pan had grabbed Diesel’s lead but was staring at Lisa. ‘Who the fuck—?’ Ronan had exclaimed, realising that the woman holding the dog was not his ex-girlfriend. 

He must have heard Eden running towards him. Looked up. Figured out in that moment that it was a trap. Ronan’s mistake had been to hold onto the dog’s lead, wrapping it round his wrist. When he had tried to run, Diesel hadn’t. Maybe Diesel wasn’t as stupid as he looked. Maybe he had liked Lisa more. 

Eden was on him before Ronan could disentangle himself from the dog, colliding with the man, his head down, shoulder into his stomach, hitting so hard he knocked Ronan right off his feet.

‘He was trying to get away,’ said Eden.

Lisa nodded. She took another mouthful of her orange-
coloured drink. ‘Only he was already down when you began to hit him.’

Eden remembered now, the shock in his fist as it connected with Ronan’s cheekbone. He looked down at his hand holding the glass. The knuckles were swollen. He tried to remember how many times he had hit him after the first time, kneeling on the man’s chest. 

She pursed her lips. 

‘I was worried he’d get up,’ Eden said, though he was not sure that was true.

‘Right.’ Lisa dipped her finger into the glass. ‘It was just quite a lot, that’s all. I understand he’s dangerous. But.’

He looked at her. ‘And have you said that in your report? That I used excessive force?’

She shook her head. ‘No.’ She looked nervous though. 

Eden had been in the Major Incident Team for three years. Domestic violence was a specialism. He loved the work. He loved helping vulnerable people. He had a mortgage on a nice cool flat. All that could vanish with a word to Professional Standards. ‘You saw it,’ Eden said. ‘You should have put it in your report. If that’s what you think happened, you should say so. You’re a police officer. I wouldn’t stop you.’

By the time the other two officers reached them, getting off the unfortunate man they had mistaken for Ronan, it was all over. Only Lisa had witnessed him punching Ronan.

‘I was just a bit shocked, that’s all,’ she said. ‘I mean, I’m not saying he didn’t deserve it – the things he’s done to women… I just didn’t think you were that kind of bloke.’

‘A man who hits people?’

She nodded. ‘It wasn’t just hitting him. You looked, I don’t know…’

‘Angry?’

She shook her head. ‘Not really angry. Upset, I suppose. Confused. Sad, really. Yeah. So that’s why I asked whether you’re OK or not. What was all that about?’

He looked down at his lager. Though he had bought two rounds for the team, he’d hardly touched his own drink. 

‘Don’t get me wrong,’ Lisa said. ‘I’m dead proud of what we did there. That whole thing was your idea and it worked. Yay for that. He’s a terrible man.’

‘But?’

‘Yeah. But. So… are you OK?’

Before they could talk more, DI Sammy Kadakia – Eden’s boss – was next to them, grinning. ‘Hope I’m not interrupting?’

Immediately, both Lisa and Eden shook their heads. 

‘Wow. I really was interrupting something!’ Kadakia laughed.

‘No. No,’ said Lisa. ‘Nothing like that.’

‘Woman of the hour.’ Sammy addressed Lisa. ‘We are so grateful to you, Constable Ali. We couldn’t have done it without you. Let me buy you a drink.’

She held up her glass. ‘Aperol Spritz, please, boss. You can drink loads of them without getting drunk.’

‘Right you are. Eden?’

Eden shook his head. He never really enjoyed long drinking sessions with his colleagues.

‘Eden Driscoll,’ said Sammy, putting his hand round Eden’s shoulder at the bar, ‘you did good. When I told Hasina Hossein that we had him in custody, she danced.’ Grinning, he raised his palms, pushing them skywards, and did a little dance of his own. ‘The SIO is taking all the credit, obviously.’

‘Obviously,’ said Eden.


It was half-ten, and Eden was just going to slip away home when one of the PSCOs approached him and said, ‘That PC, Lisa. She’s being sick in the bathroom. I think someone needs to take her home.’

Eden looked around. All the women had gone home apart from the PSCO, who was drunk herself. ‘I have a babysitter to get home to,’ the PSCO protested.

Outside in the cool May air, waiting for a taxi, Lisa said, ‘I think someone must have put something in my drink.’

‘Alcohol, probably,’ answered Eden.

‘Oh, yeah. Probably that too.’

Before letting them in the cab, the taxi driver looked at Lisa suspiciously. ‘Is she OK?’

‘She’s fine,’ said Eden. ‘Just a tough day.’

Lisa lived on the fourth floor of a yellow-brick apartment block in Rotherhithe. Eden led her from the cab towards the front door. He had to use her key to open the door and then hold her up when the lift came. 

It was a nice flat, if small, and it smelled of mandarin air-freshener. There was a bowl of fresh fruit on a table in the middle of the room and photos of smiling friends and relations crowded onto the shelves. 

‘I’m going to put you in your bedroom. Is that OK?’

‘I’m so ashamed,’ she said miserably. 

It was only a one-bedroom flat, so it wasn’t hard to guess which room it was. The bed hadn’t been made. There was a white carpet on the floor and her pyjamas were lying on it.

‘Shoes off,’ he said. ‘Just lie down and I’ll get you a glass of water, then I’ll let myself out.’

He found a bowl under the sink to put by her bed in case she was sick in the night. He was expecting her to be asleep by the time he returned with the water and the bowl, but she wasn’t. She was still lying on the bed, fully clothed.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she slurred. Tears were running down her cheeks. ‘I really am. I’m just so fucking embarrassed.’

‘Happens to all of us. I’ll leave you now. OK?’

‘It’s just so awfully sad,’ she said quietly.

‘What is?’ 

‘That boy in the boat. Out on the sea. All on his own. It’s just so sad.’

For a second he wondered what she was talking about, then he remembered the news she had been reading on her phone.

‘Go to sleep, Lisa. I’ll let myself out and post the key back through the letterbox.’

She rolled onto her side and curled up like a baby. ‘I keep thinking, what would that have been like for that woman, falling overboard, knowing her child was still on the boat?’

Walking to the door, he turned out the light.

‘Go to sleep now,’ he said. 

‘Would you ever have kids, Eden?’ she asked in the darkness. 

‘I’d be no good at that.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘I don’t think you would.’

He paused at the door. ‘I’m sorry about hitting the man like that,’ he said, backing out. ‘I shouldn’t have. Maybe I can explain.’ But she was already snoring gently, so he locked the door behind himself, pushed the key through the letterbox and called another taxi to take him home.


The next morning he woke in his own bed, in his own flat in Manor House, his phone buzzing gently on the bedside table.

He picked up the mobile. It was just after seven, but he would be getting up soon anyway for a Park Run. It was Sunday morning. He wondered if it was Lisa Ali calling to apologise. Peering at the number, he didn’t recognise it, so he ignored the call. 

The phone buzzed again. This time it was a message.

Please call me at your earliest convenience. Mike Sweet, Devon and Cornwall Police. 

He frowned. It would be something to do with work. Odd for him to be calling so early on a Sunday morning, though. Eden was awake now, so he went to the kitchen and made himself a coffee, pulled open the blinds onto a sunny May morning, and returned Mike Sweet of Devon and Cornwall Police’s call.

‘Detective Sergeant Eden Driscoll,’ Eden said when the man answered.

‘Oh. You’re a police officer?’ There was surprise in Sweet’s voice.

‘Yes.’ Eden was puzzled now, too. He had assumed he was being called on police business. 

‘Are you the brother of Apple Driscoll?’

‘Yes.’ As a police officer he was suddenly aware of the role he was about to play in this conversation and he knew from experience that it was not a good one.

‘I’m afraid I have some bad news,’ the officer said. ‘Your sister is missing.’

‘What do you mean, missing?’

‘I’m sorry to have to tell you that your sister disappeared from her sailing boat in Lyme Bay some time on Friday night. Though the search is ongoing, at this stage we have to assume that she may have drowned.’

He looked at the bubbles on the surface of his black coffee, trying to understand what he was hearing.

‘Mr Driscoll? Are you still there?’




Three

Eden Driscoll had not spoken to his sister in twelve years and now she was missing. Worse. She was almost certainly dead.

He followed the satnav in a daze of misery and self-reproach for what felt like hours, until finally it told him to leave the dual carriageway and he found himself crossing a mile of heathland, dotted with scrubby pine trees, brown bracken and yellow-flowered gorse. The route descended into a high-hedged road that wound towards the Devon coast. Rounding a corner, a huge green tractor chugged in front of him, flashing orange lights. He slowed. 

He had watched the news again on his phone before setting off. This time, with a shock, he had recognised the yacht. It was Calliope. They hadn’t mentioned his sister by name; they would still be trying to get in touch with other relatives. He had wondered if there were any and who they might be. There had been a boy aboard the yacht. Eden hadn’t known that Apple had a son.

The last time he had heard from Apple was when their mother died. She had written him a letter telling him their mother was ill, but it had taken too long to arrive and she had been dead by the time he read it. They had spoken briefly on the phone; she had tried to persuade Eden to return to Greece for the funeral. He had said he was too busy. The truth was he had not wanted to come back. They had not contacted each other since. 

He had left the car radio on 5 Live in case there were updates about his sister, hoping she would be found alive somewhere in the Channel, but there was nothing. The story of the yacht was already yesterday’s news. 

In his rear-view mirror, he saw that cars had begun to queue behind him. He did not know these twisting roads, so he hung back, reluctant to attempt overtaking the tractor. It turned off, finally, then he rounded a bend and there, at the bottom of a steep hill below him, was the mouth of a large river. 

On the far side rose a bulky red cliff, crowned with thick trees. Inside the narrow river mouth lay a curve of water, a wide estuary crossed by a long road bridge, anchored boats dotting the blue.

He was tired. He needed a coffee. It had taken him four hours to get here. He guessed it would take him at least another three to make it back to London this afternoon.

The roads became thinner still as he descended into the seaside town and neared the address Sweet had given him, until he finally turned into one that was barely wide enough to slide his Audi into. As he inched down it, cautious of his paintwork, the noise of a foghorn startled him. The unexpected bow of a large blue ship crossed the end of the street, absurdly massive against the tiny houses on either side of him. He had not expected a place like this to have docks.

He turned into a tiny cul-de-sac that ran behind two rows of houses, a hotch-potch of irregularly shaped yards and extensions on both sides. At the end of the street he got out, grateful to be still for a second, and looked around. 

‘You all right, mate? Lost?’ 

He looked up. At the other end of the cul-de-sac, a young man was hefting an outboard motor in one hand, making its weight look light.

Eden straightened. ‘I’m OK, thanks.’ The man, hair the colour of straw, arms tanned brown, nodded, continued on his way. Eden watched him disappear down towards the estuary. 

Detective Sergeant Mike Sweet had told Eden to call him when he was at the address. He pulled his phone from his pocket. ‘Five minutes,’ the voice replied.

Eden checked the house number and looked around. It was not easy to make out which house was his sister’s. According to the address Sweet had given him, his sister’s house was number 14, but the numbers he could see only went up to 13.

He noticed an alleyway at the end of the narrow street, a dogleg that ran alongside an old stone wall. ‘Hello?’ he called out. No one answered, so he made his way down it. It led to the back of a small house that looked like it had been squeezed in between two larger neighbours.

To the right of the door was a small window. He put his forehead against the glass and peered in. His sister’s kitchen was messy, washing-up piled in a sink below the window. On the opposite wall, a child’s drawings – felt-tip dinosaurs and super-heroes. 

‘Eden Driscoll?’

He turned. Detective Sergeant Sweet was in his forties, a tall, big-bellied, broad-shouldered man who filled the alleyway. ‘I’m so very sorry for your… situation,’ he said awkwardly. Behind the police officer, peering around his bulk, was a woman. She was younger, with bleached Afro hair, blue dungarees, a bright green T-shirt and scuffed red Kickers. 

‘Anything?’ Eden looked at Sweet.

‘Oh, yeah.’ The older man looked awkward. ‘Unfortunately not. No news. The coastguard resumed the aerial search at sunrise but nothing so far.’ 

The woman behind Sweet pushed past, hand extended. ‘Bisi Smith,’ she said. ‘From Devon County Council Child Protection.’ Bisi had the look of someone auditioning to be a children’s TV presenter. ‘You must be devastated.’

‘First thing is,’ said Sweet, ‘do we have your permission to enter the house?’ 

‘My permission?’

Bisi stepped forward. ‘I’m sorry. This must be very confusing for you. Your nephew, Finn, is with an emergency foster family right now. We’d like to get him some of his clothes, and some toys maybe. Things he feels familiar with.’

‘And we need your permission for entry,’ said Sweet.

He should have known this. Even if Sweet was an officer, he couldn’t just go barging into a property without asking. ‘Finn?’ His brain seemed to be a beat behind everything that was happening. ‘That’s the boy?’

‘Your nephew.’ Bisi looked at him as if she was trying to figure out why he wouldn’t know that already.

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Finn.’

‘May we enter?’ Sweet asked again. 

‘Yes. Go ahead.’

Sweet stepped forward and reached behind a downpipe to the right of the back door, pulled out a Yale key and slotted it into the lock. The policeman in Eden scolded his sister for being so careless. They had always been so different.

‘You knew it was there?’

‘Oh, yes,’ said Sweet. ‘Already found it.’ He led them through the grubby kitchen into a tiny but cluttered living room, pictures, postcards and notes tacked haphazardly to the walls, which had been painted a hippy-ish maroon. A pair of glass doors on the far side dominated the room; they seemed to open straight onto sand outside. 

The house appeared to have been built right on the beach. The sand wasn’t pale, like the beaches he knew. It was a dark, brownish red. 

‘You probably want a minute to…’ Sweet said hesitantly. ‘You know. To yourself.’

The view through the glass doors was remarkable. A broad curve of estuary, thronged with moored boats. There was a piece of paper taped to the door. The afternoon light shone through it so Eden could read the message in reverse, in big red handwritten letters: 


Take your rubbish home 

PLASTIC KILLS



He tried the handle. The UPVC door was locked. He turned the key and opened the door.

The air smelled of salt and seaweed. He stepped outside onto the sand. In front of him was a large circle of water: the docks to the right, the bridge ahead, some houses on the opposite bank. He took a couple of steps towards the water, then looked back.

His sister’s was part of a terrace of cottages built above the high-tide line, painted in chintzy pinks and blues and yellows. He realised he was standing on a spit of sand that seemed to extend from the higher ground behind the docks, right out to the mouth of the estuary. To the left there were thick-walled stone warehouses. To the right, more houses that gave way to a jumbled line of beach huts that decreased in size and eccentricity as they neared the end of the spit.

The tide was in, leaving only a few yards of sand in front of the house. What remained was crammed with small boats pulled up out of the water. Beyond, yachts and trawlers bobbed in a fast current. To Eden, the water seemed dangerously close.

‘Tea, Mr Driscoll?’ 

The police officer was calling him. He went back inside.

‘I’m putting the kettle on,’ said Sweet from the kitchen. 

‘Long drive?’ asked Bisi.

‘Long enough.’

‘Oh, dear God.’ It was Sweet’s voice again. ‘There only seems to be oat milk.’

‘Is there coffee?’ Eden asked.

‘No…there’s every kind of herbal though. Lemon and ginseng. Elderflower.’ 

‘How did you know how to find me?’ Eden raised his voice so Sweet could hear him. 

‘Social workers tracked you down,’ said Sweet. The sound of cupboard doors opening. ‘Oh, dear lord. Turmeric chai.’

Standing beside him in the living room, Bisi spoke softly. ‘We were looking for relations, obviously. We worked out the name of Apple’s mum and dad, saw she had one brother. Not many Eden Driscolls around. Police tracked down a phone number in your name. Obviously if we’d had time, we’d have looked for an address book in here.’ She looked around.

‘It wouldn’t have helped if you’d found one,’ said Eden.

‘Why?’ Bisi looked puzzled. 

Sergeant Sweet appeared around the door, interrupting before Eden could answer. ‘I’ll just go out and fetch a coffee from the pub, then. Only be a minute.’ He paused. ‘One thing first though.’ 

‘What?’ said Eden.

‘Bit sensitive, I know. But if you’re taking a look around, if you find anything like a note, you will pass it on, won’t you?’

‘A note?’ 

‘Explaining your sister’s state of mind,’ said the sergeant. 

Bisi was glaring at Sweet. Eden blinked. ‘You think she killed herself?’

‘Well,’ said the older man, wrinkling his nose as he stood in the doorway. ‘Don’t want to sound insensitive, but obviously, you know… it’s a possibility.’




Four

‘Sorry about that,’ said the social worker. ‘Lovely man, but not the greatest social skills.’

‘I know a lot of coppers like that.’

‘Me too,’ said Bisi.

He was finding small talk difficult. ‘You a local?’

‘Do I look like a local?’ She laughed. ‘From London. Like you.’ So she had read up on him.

On the sand below them, the man he had seen earlier was tugging a canvas cover off a small boat of some kind. Eden twisted a key in the door and pulled it open. The air smelled of salt. 

‘The best view, isn’t it?’

He turned. 

‘I would love to live in a house like this,’ the social worker said. ‘This view. I expect your sister must love it too.’

Present tense. She was more tactful than the copper, at least. He would hate to live in this house. Too small. Too old. He liked the rectangular modernity of his London apartment.

‘I’m sure your nephew will be glad to see you.’

Eden looked at her. ‘Will he?’

‘A friendly face,’ she said.

Eden had been driving all morning. He was feeling disoriented. ‘Actually, I have never met him,’ he said. ‘In fact, I didn’t even know he existed until this morning.’

‘Oh.’ The social worker pursed her lips. ‘Oh,’ she said again. ‘Well. That complicates matters a little.’

Suddenly exhausted by everything, Eden stepped back and flopped down on a small couch that faced the open door. To the door’s right was a small shelf with a couple of books; propped next to them was a painting of the Hindu god Ganesh, surrounded by half-burned candles. The small, messy room was the exact opposite of his modern, white-walled London apartment. ‘You were hoping I would be able to take Finn off your hands without a fuss,’ he said. 

‘God. I hope we’re not as brutal as that.’ Bisi propped herself on the arm of a low armchair opposite him. ‘But obviously in your line of work you would know the score. It’s an awful situation. Fortunately, as I told you, we found a carer for him last night. I mean, Mrs Sullivan’s great, but it’s not ideal. We were hoping there was a relative – somewhere safe he could go.’

‘He was on the boat on his own?’

‘Yes.’

‘How awful.’ Eden gazed down at his trainers. ‘The truth of the matter is, I haven’t seen my sister in a very long time.’ He looked up, meeting Bisi’s eye. ‘Apple and me… we were not close. What about the boy’s father?’

Bisi pursed her lips, then said, ‘That’s a bit of an issue. No record of him. Nothing on the birth certificate. We’ll continue to look, obviously.’ She watched him sympathetically. ‘Do you mind if I ask you why you were not close with your sister?’

He knew now why she was taking such an interest in the details of his life. It was what social workers did. They had to assess the situation.

‘Long story,’ said Eden, gazing past her through the glass. ‘My sister and I, we grew up in an abusive situation. Not sexual abuse – just a kind of neglect, really. I ran away. My sister chose to stay. She was the oldest. The more responsible one, I suppose. I don’t think she ever forgave me for leaving.’ 

‘It was just the two of you – and your parents?’

Eden nodded slowly. ‘Our father died. I left not long after that. And then our mother went a while back.’ 

‘I’m sorry.’

Above Ganesh were more of Finn’s drawings. A pirate ship with a space rocket flying over it. A picture of a pig with a speech bubble coming out of its mouth that said, for no apparent reason, ‘Kingsize Fart’. 

Though he found his sister’s clutter annoying, as a police officer who had been involved a great deal with domestic abuse, he always thought it was a good sign when you walked into a house full of children’s drawings. The houses where you didn’t see that always put him on alert. This made him a tiny bit happier. His sister had obviously been a much better mother than theirs had been. 

‘Finn must have other relations,’ Eden said. ‘I mean, I can’t be the only one.’

‘I’m sure he must.’ Bisi nodded. ‘We’ll keep looking, and you never know.’ 

She obviously hoped so too. In just a couple of minutes he had demonstrated that he was not her ideal candidate to look after Finn.

Sweet returned with three takeaway coffees. 

‘I’d better go and pick up some of his belongings. He’ll be happier in his own clothes,’ said Bisi, standing. ‘I’ll leave you two to talk.’ She took her paper cup and disappeared with it up a steep, narrow staircase.

‘Find anything?’ demanded Sweet.

Eden shook his head. He looked around the small living room. Among the mess of images and notices tacked to the walls hung a badly framed hippy-ish painting of a naked woman, pregnant, with a flame rising above her head. To its right was a school photograph of Finn in a white shirt, a big grin on his face. With shock, Eden recognised the photo Apple had pinned next to it. 

In it, Apple and Eden were sitting on a rocky Mediter­ranean wall, their mother and father standing on either side of them. Mum, shyly squinting at the camera in the sunlight. Dad, bare-chested and tanned, his expression fierce. Eden had no photographs of himself as a boy.

The boy, Finn, looked so much like him. Maybe his sister had thought the same, and had deliberately pinned up the two images close together. He must have been about the same age as Finn when it was taken. 

‘How long was he alone for?’ He pointed at the school photograph. 

Sweet gave him a professionally sympathetic look. ‘We don’t know. He’s not been that keen to talk about any of it. Understandably.’

‘And he was locked in his cabin?’

The sergeant nodded. ‘Maybe that makes sense when you’re on a sailing boat with a young child. To keep him out of harm’s way. Was she an experienced sailor?’

‘The boat used to belong to my parents. I had no idea she still had it. You see, we haven’t spoken for years.’

Sweet took the lid off his cup and blew on his coffee. ‘That’s not exactly what our social worker wanted to hear.’

‘Imagine being on the boat on your own. Did he know his mother was gone?’

Sweet nodded. ‘He was locked in the cabin crying when they found him. He’d been banging on the door, apparently. He’s in a lot of shock, poor bloody kid. We were hoping you’d be able to help us communicate with him.’

A large white gull landed on the sand just outside the window, head cocked slightly to one side. It seemed to be peering in at them with its little black eye. 

‘I’m sorry,’ Eden said. ‘I don’t think I’m going to be a lot of use to you.’

‘The search for her is still on-going,’ Sweet tried to reassure him. ‘There may be a chance.’ A kindly meant platitude.

The gull turned its head, looking at them with its other eye. 

Eden took a sip from his coffee. It tasted thin and milky. ‘What do you think happened?’ he asked, looking down at the floor and noticing grains of dark sand in the cracks in the wood. He imagined a barefoot boy walking in from the beach. 

Sweet said, ‘She doesn’t seem to have been wearing a harness. And it seems she may not have been wearing a life jacket, either.’

He nodded. ‘And so you assume it was deliberate. That she jumped in the water knowing what she was doing?’

Sweet looked at him for a second and said, ‘I mean. She might have just fallen overboard by accident, mightn’t she? But… it’s what people reckon. She wasn’t always that well, if you understand what I’m saying?’

‘I don’t, no,’ said Eden, irritated by the other officer’s fumbling attempts at tact. ‘You mean you think she was mentally ill?’

Sweet looked at his feet. ‘I suppose. She had a few issues.’

‘Did she?’

‘We took her into custody once or twice. Nothing bad,’ he added hastily. ‘Just, you know… minor public-order stuff.’

‘Like what?’

‘Nothing really. And I’ll need to take a toothbrush and maybe a hairbrush if there is one, if that’s OK?’

Eden understood. The simplest and most reliable way to confirm the identity of a body, if they found one, was through DNA. Drowned people never looked pretty.

Just then Bisi reappeared, making her way down the stairs with two black carrier bags. She paused on the bottom step. ‘Well, then. Would you like to meet your nephew?’




Five

Bisi from Child Protection parked her little car on a steep street outside a red-brick terraced house. 

‘Ready?’ asked Bisi, hand on the door handle. 

‘You do understand that I have to be at work tomorrow? In London.’

‘You do want to meet him, though, don’t you?’ said Bisi. ‘He’s your nephew.’

‘Yes. Yes, of course I do.’ 

Bisi rang the bell. The front door was shiny and red, right at the pavement’s edge. The woman who opened it was in her late fifties, wide, wearing a yellow top. Bisi greeted her warmly. They would have worked together a lot, guessed Eden: a child social worker and an emergency carer. ‘This is the boy’s uncle Eden,’ explained Bisi. ‘Though apparently they’ve never actually met before.’

‘Oh,’ said the woman – Mrs Sullivan. She eyed him up too, just as Bisi had earlier. ‘Well, you’d better come in. Finn is in the garden.’ She led them into a kitchen, where her husband was standing at the open back door watching a small dark-haired child kicking a football. 

Eden looked out to the sunlit garden. The football was attached to the boy’s ankle with a length of elastic. When he kicked it, the ball came back and he kicked it again, over and over, with no particular grace or skill.

Mr Sullivan called out to him, ‘Try kicking it with the side of your foot, not just your toe. That’s the way footballers do it.’ 
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