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Chapter  One

Finding Adriana Clark’s body was a shock, but not a surprise. I had, after all, been searching for it. The girl had been lost to her family for eleven devastating days and nights. I mention the nights because, in my experience, they outweigh the daytime in awfulness so greatly that the daylight hours become irrelevant. Families waiting for a missing loved one to return can fill their days. They can make telephone calls, put up posters, give pleading interviews to the press, bake bread or go to church. Everyone, everywhere has some sort of altar – domestic, professional or religious – at which to bend the knee in times of crisis during the day. But when I first met Adriana’s family, I saw the horror of the endless nights they’d endured waiting for the phone to ring and the seconds to pass. Nighttime is not merely a lack of light; it is the darkness within each of us when we lose hope.

The facts of the initial case were not uncommon. A teenager had disappeared. Seventeen years old from a family living on the Isle of Mull, west of the Scottish mainland. An American family, which was one of only two aspects of the case that struck me as unusual. Had they been visiting Mull as tourists then that would have been one thing, but it seemed a bizarre place for a family from Southern California to have chosen to live. For one thing, save for a brief, blissful summer, there were many fewer hours of sunshine per annum, not to mention the lack of malls, coffee franchises and delivery options. Still, I thought, good for them. Personally, I was much happier in smaller communities rooted in nature and self-sufficiency than in oxygen-deprived cities, but then I’m a Canadian who hails from Banff. Much like Mull, Banff half tolerates, half welcomes the annual influx of tourists. I always managed to escape into the mountains in winter or to sit by a lake in summer when I needed peace. A call to investigate a case in Vancouver or Toronto was how I usually defined a long-distance trek. Scotland was a commute further than I’d anticipated.

So, to Adriana. One late September Saturday morning her parents awoke, assumed their daughter was sleeping in and became concerned only at lunchtime by her failure to appear. Her father put his head round her door and discovered an empty bed. No sign of her anywhere in the house. Her bike still in the garage. Wallet gone, but Adriana’s passport remained in her mother’s bedside table. No sign of her cell phone.

Five days later I landed at Glasgow airport and made my way overland to the ferry. 

You’re wondering if I’m a police officer. I’m not. Nor am I a pathologist or any sort of forensic expert. What I am is a private investigator – a title I’m not keen on – but it comes with a licence, and sometimes a piece of paper is useful when you’re asking people to share information. I specialise in missing teenagers. Not the subset of work I’d had in mind when I started out, but I’m female and short – thus apparently unthreatening – and I have what’s been referred to more than once as a ‘cheerful, positive manner’. Also, dimples. Sadly, none of those things were ever going to bring Adriana back, or render her parents’ grief less dreadful. 

They let me into their home and told me everything they believed to be relevant about their daughter. Adriana was enrolled in an online educational course to complete her American high school diploma. She’d had a summer job at the local pub in Tobermory where they were renting whilst renovating a permanent home. Good student, no drug problem, no boyfriend, very social. Missing her friends in America to an appropriate extent. No red flags. She had a twin brother, Brandon, with furious eyes. That was okay. I couldn’t imagine how it would feel to have a missing twin. He was suffering. Last was a little sister, Luna, four years old and the product of a union between older parents who believed that nature was taking care of contraception, only to be caught out. Cute, bouncy, with curly black hair, she was a miniature of her Latina mother, Isabella. Their father, Rob, was the American classic – tanned skin, baseball loving, avid barbecuer. They’d looked at me as if I were both the poison and the antidote: a greeting I was used to. No one wants to be in a situation where they need my help.

I’d been working as an investigator since graduating from my Criminal Justice course eight years earlier, and Adriana’s corpse was the most upsetting thing I’d seen in all that time. Given that I’d found the remains from a mountain lion mauling and witnessed a bear attack in progress, that’s a high bar.

It was little more than a hunch that had taken me to Mackinnon’s Cave. To be fair, a guidebook and a decent understanding of teenagers had ignited my gut instinct. Not that it was inevitable that Adriana was there; it could have been any of the caves on the island. A twenty-two mile trek from Tobermory, the distance was probably the reason Mackinnon’s Cave hadn’t been explored by police earlier; but Adriana’s peers were old enough to be driving, and at that age, the further you partied from home, the less likely you were to be discovered.

Mackinnon’s Cave is a billion-year-old crack in the western edge of the island that invades the land mass by some 500 feet. By early October, September’s previously calm seas were washing up moodier and less predictable. There’d been a storm that morning with a high tide. Mackinnon’s Cave was only accessible safely when the tide was out, otherwise the pathway required a swimming costume. I’m an outdoor sports enthusiast – skier, snowboarder, hiker, mountain climber. I’ve camped out in arctic conditions and endured snowstorms with nothing but a tent membrane between me and the elements. But a sea swimmer … at night? Not so much.

The cave was impressive. As I entered, the rock wall on the right leaned in, imposing. The entrance was a tall, thin break in the rock face that made my pulse dance in my wrist. The late sunlight was no match for the darkness inside, but I’d come prepared with a climbing helmet featuring multiple lamps. Stepping in, I knew my instinct had been right. The discarded cider can I trod on produced the distinctive metal crumpling sound that says ‘teenagers’ the world over. 

The remains of a fire were just a few metres beyond – close enough to the fresh air that the smoke would be drawn out of the cave. More than one ring of surrounding stones, more than one type of wood burned – the makeshift fireplace had been used, relaid and reused perhaps over years. 

Teenagers have places.

I’d already searched many of those places on the island. Favourite beaches, deserted farmers’ huts, shells of castles, car parks with sunset views and privacy. But Adriana was waiting for me at Mackinnon’s Cave.

My footsteps echoed through the mouth of the cavern, the sound sharpening as I entered the throat. Then into a substantial room, with natural shelves high on the rocky walls and ditches cracked into the ground at each edge. High-ceilinged, grand, imposing. I’d have missed Adriana if not for a break in the blanket of rocks that revealed the metallic glimmer of the teal toenail varnish her mother had said she’d been wearing. As I’d walked, the light from my helmet had lit the nail lacquer, producing the wild flash of a swamp animal’s eyes at night. My feet, slower than my brain, had walked another few feet, and when I turned back the teal shimmer was nowhere to be seen.

On my hands and knees, I’d cleared the rocks away, wary of rockfalls, anxious not to seal my own premature coffin. Her body had been pushed down into one of the cracks, covered by a few large boulders, then shale, pebbles, dirt.

I touched Adriana’s hand first. It was icy, the skin silken but firm, digits swollen. Closing my eyes a moment, the intimacy caught me off-guard. You always hope you’re wrong, but I’d sensed her family’s hopelessness. There’d been an undercurrent in their side-looks and the words they weren’t saying. They’d been asking me to find a corpse, not locate a runaway. I’d felt it almost immediately.

I should have walked out of the cave there and then, let go of her hand and preserved the scene. Procedure, procedure, procedure. The problem with that is that private investigators have no rights. You don’t get to consult with the forensics squad or the pathologist, you never see the police file (unless you’re sleeping with a detective, and I’d sworn off them years earlier) and those first impressions are everything. It’s almost all the useful knowledge. 

Hands gloved, keeping everything in one place so as not to lose any trace fibres from the scene, keeping my knees in a single spot on the floor, I moved rock after rock until Adriana was laid out naked before me. 

I’m glad the dead cannot see themselves. There’s nothing peaceful about it. Being a corpse is an endlessly intrusive process.

Adriana had no obvious injuries to gasp or gape at. Forget bullet wounds, claw lacerations or the raging burn of rope around neck. Her skin, though mottled purple in patches, had a base tone of grey-white-green. There’s no name for that colour but in my head, I’ve labelled it mortuary green. It’s really the only place you ever see it.

Her eyes were open, whites running red, the former sparkling brown of her pupils covered by an opaque shield. Adriana’s mouth was open, too. Spilling from it, like the cave’s own vomit, was sand. Not the loose sand you kick up walking along a beach on a sunny afternoon, but the packed-down sand of a child about to turn over a full bucket to make a castle. Her lips stretched wide in a perpetual scream that mine threatened to copy.

It was not a feature of a drowning case. It was not a prank gone wrong. Nor had the girl stuffed her own mouth with sand in some grotesque drug-fuelled delusion. Sooner or later she’d have spat it back out and rolled onto her side. Adriana had had company at the moment of her death.

Her long black hair – her pride and joy by all accounts – was fanned out beneath her head, and wrapped into it, twined around, was seaweed. It was dark and stinking now, although the decomposing body won the competition for assaulting my senses. The seaweed was a grotesque crown: she was a dead beauty queen belonging to the sea. I took out my camera and photographed the body. I had the family’s permission – carte blanche to do whatever was required. They would never have to look at those images as far as I was concerned, but I needed them as a record in the investigation. And there was one final, terrible task. Drawing the girl’s legs up, I opened them to check for injuries. Adriana had been beautiful in life. She might not have reached the peak of her looks at seventeen, her body still growing into itself, but she was easily captivating enough to have attracted the attention of people whose motives were less than pure.

I hadn’t wanted to look. When I did, I couldn’t look away. 

A large shell had been inserted into her vagina, half of it still visible. Swallowing my revulsion, the shame of witnessing such violation, I took more photos, hating myself, knowing I had no choice.

There was no blood on the ground beneath her, nor spilled down her legs. Her nails were intact, her hands free of the scratch marks of defensive wounds. Only the heels of her feet were damaged. She hadn’t run across rocks barefoot, hadn’t scrambled up or down a rockface, panicked. 

Setting her body back the way I’d found it, leaving the rocks to one side, I searched the remainder of the deep cave. No clothes or personal possessions remained there, only the odd food packet, cigarette stubs; human debris. Someone had defiled her body then hidden her, just not well enough that she’d never be found. They’d tidied up after themselves and removed the clothes she’d been wearing, then left her in a place that felt both empty and watchful at once. 

Shivering, I knew I’d taken all the time I could, but it pained me to leave Adriana alone there. It wouldn’t be long until she was inhabiting a body bag instead, I told myself. Safe from predators on a morgue slab. That was cold comfort.

Emerging from the cave an hour after I’d entered it, I sat on a rock and dialled the number for the emergency services. No reception at the cave mouth. Regretfully, I moved away, leaving Adriana lying alone in the pitch black. I was halfway up the slope to the road before my call went out.

The island officer on duty overnight would be notified, I was told. They would be there as soon as they could. A scenes of crime unit would have to come from the mainland. Something about a request being put through to Glasgow. Could I remain in situ and attract attention so officers knew where the body was? I assured them that I would.

I’d said I’d found a dead body, but not the name. I owed it to the family to break that news to them myself, and on a small island word would get out the second the name was spoken aloud. I was going to be asked to give a statement, and to explain what I’d been doing there. There would be the inevitable grilling over my handling the corpse and moving the rocks. It was going to make for an uncomfortable working relationship with the police moving forward.

But that was why my services had been engaged in the first place. An unwillingness by local officers to send out search parties. A reticence by the police to believe that any foul play had been involved. The trite phrases, ‘happens all the time at this age’, ‘she’ll be back in a week, tail between her legs’ and ‘probably just partying in Glasgow’ had been repeated to Adriana’s parents ad nauseam. Also, something less irritating and more unsettling – a sense that the police were not counting the days until they really started investigating, but were in fact counting the days until the Clark family gave up and went back to where they’d come from. I’d met Mull’s most senior police officer. The family hadn’t been imagining the hostility. 

Which was why they’d turned to the internet for help and found the name Sadie Levesque, investigator, teenager tracking specialist. Paid my ticket from Calgary International Airport. Booked me a room at a hotel. Agreed my fee.

Now their girl was dead. Mocked, hurt, violated, abandoned. I’d grown used to dead bodies, but I would never grow used to the cruelty some humans were capable of unleashing. Adriana’s death was not only an assault on her, it would spread its unwelcome fingers to touch every family member, every friend, scarring them forever. There’s no such thing as ‘peace over time’ for the loved ones of murder victims. I know that better than most.

So the police would come, they would express their standard sympathies to the family (for what little that was worth), and an investigation would – finally, too late – be officially opened. The question I had for the police was not how they planned to catch Adriana’s murderer, but, in a small, island community, would they really want to know which of their own had committed such a horrific, unspeakable act?




Chapter  Two

‘You often find yourself in the right place at the right time to find a dead body, do you?’ Sergeant Harris Eggo asked. He was six foot two, with mousy brown hair and the sort of body that would be soft and warm on a cold night but a liability chasing a semi-fit criminal uphill.

‘A few times now, actually,’ I told him. That was the truth. I had a policy of rarely lying to the police. ‘One lie leads to another’ was one of my mother’s favourite sayings. Once you started, you had a way of slipping and landing in a pile of them when you weren’t paying attention. 

‘Are those the qualifications that persuaded the Clark family to hire you? Because where I come from, we’re more impressed if you bring missing persons back alive rather than dead,’ he said, aiming it at the room rather than at me. A few people rewarded him with muted laughter. That’s who he was – a populist point-scorer. I wasn’t in the mood for it. Adriana’s parents were waiting for me.

‘Why hadn’t you sent out a search party?’ I cut the laughter off. ‘Adriana’s been missing eleven days. No word. She didn’t have her passport. There were no sightings of her catching the ferry to the mainland. Where I come from, we prefer our police officers proactive rather than sloppy.’ It was more aggressive than I generally allowed myself to be, but then Sergeant Eggo was more of a dough-head than the police officers I was used to.

‘You want to watch the tone with me, girl,’ Harris Eggo murmured. ‘You turn up on my island and suddenly a young woman is dead? We can conduct this interview under caution if you like.’

‘Would that make it faster and more professional? Because that would be an improvement.’

Eggo stood up, walked around from his side of the desk, knocking knees with one of the other officers in the room. The tiny police station on Erray Road in Tobermory was an unloved single storey unit. Grey and drab, it had seen better times. I sighed. It would have been comical if a girl weren’t dead. He perched on the desk in front of me, folded his arms and scowled.

‘You jumped up fuckin’ Yank—’

‘I’m Canadian, but carry on,’ I said.

There was a knock at the door, which probably saved both Sergeant Eggo and me from losing our tempers. Earnest hazel eyes and an impressive jaw, set in smooth black skin, graced the room.

‘Thought you might like my preliminary findings,’ the man said. ‘Was it you who found the body?’

‘It was,’ I confirmed. ‘I’m Sadie Levesque.’

‘Right, I’m the forensic pathologist. Nate Carlisle.’ He held out his hand and shook mine. His hand was warm and smooth. I don’t know why I’d imagined it would be cold. Perhaps because of the time it spent inside cadavers.

‘We’re in the middle of something here,’ Harris Eggo said. ‘What was it you had for me?’

‘Adriana’s been dead a minimum of eight days, more likely nine or ten. Cause of death was drowning.’

‘Could we take this outside, Dr Carlisle? I’m interviewing a potential suspect here.’ Eggo stood up and pulled his shoulders back, which had the unfortunate side-effect of pushing his stomach out. 

‘I don’t think you are,’ Carlisle said, his tone light, volume set to low. ‘I gather Miss Levesque only arrived in Scotland five days ago.’

‘We don’t know that for sure …’ Eggo said.

‘You can run my passport to check my arrival date. I’d be happy to hand it over,’ I said.

‘The Clark family has already sent a message requesting that I share the details with Miss Levesque. They’d rather not have to deal with the forensics themselves. She’s their chosen representative for now.’ I liked Nate Carlisle already. 

‘She interfered with a crime scene,’ Harris Eggo said. ‘Then there’s the fact that she knew exactly where to find the girl. I’d like to finish this interview, if I may.’

‘I was ascertaining who the deceased was before calling the authorities. I was careful not to remove any evidence from the scene. As for knowing where Adriana was, I’ve been searching the island for four days now. The question isn’t how I found her, it’s why you didn’t.’ I stood up. ‘Dr Carlisle, can we talk?’

‘Now listen—’ Harris Eggo began.

‘I have a blank witness statement form,’ I told Eggo. ‘I’ll write all the details out tonight and drop it in to you tomorrow. If you have questions after that you can call me.’ Nate Carlisle exited and I followed him to the front door. ‘It’s late. I’m guessing you’ve missed the last ferry back to the mainland?’

‘I’m being airlifted out with the body at first light. I’ve booked into a hotel,’ he confirmed.

‘Okay, well I’m done for the night and honestly, I could use a drink. I suspect you feel the same. I found the corpse so in my book that means you’re buying.’

‘You’re right, I could use a drink, but I’m Scottish so no prizes for guessing that one correctly. However, you disturbed Adriana’s corpse and left fingerprints all over my scene,’ Nate Carlisle replied. ‘So actually, Miss Levesque, you’re buying.’

The bar in The Last Bay Hotel was decked out in tartan wallpaper that would have been an eyesore when new, but which thankfully had faded over time to a welcoming indistinct blur of colours and lines. The wooden flooring had seen plenty of boots over the years, and the woman running the bar was efficient but pragmatic. 

‘You’ll be wanting the table near that window,’ she directed us. ‘It’s curry night and a bit stinky near the kitchen.’

We took our whisky and went where she’d directed. It was a warm October evening and the breeze where the window had been propped open with an old book was welcome. Dr Nate Carlisle – he’d given me his card and the list of letters after his name was both baffling and impressive – was in his forties, lean, upright in both body and attitude. 

‘I had you checked out and asked the family to give me written permission to talk to you,’ Nate said. ‘Most of the time I limit my conversation to direct relatives only.’

‘I’m a licensed investigator,’ I told him. ‘For what that’s worth. Where are you based?’

‘Glasgow. Have you visited the city?’

‘Does the airport count? It’s my first time in Scotland. Wish it had been for any other reason.’ I sipped the liquor and it heated my throat as I swallowed. ‘To Adriana.’ I raised my glass and we drank together silently. I gave it a minute before I asked the question that had been waiting to tumble out. ‘If she drowned, how did she get all the way back in that cave? The tide doesn’t go in that far.’

Nate checked around and decided we couldn’t be overheard. He leaned forward and kept his voice down in any event. Speaking of the dead was best done in hushed tones. 

‘She was dragged, probably under the arms. There’s substantial damage to her heels, multiple linear abrasions to the skin and debris trapped in the wounds – tiny stones, some broken shell. I can’t tell yet if there are the same injuries to her buttocks.’

‘Why not?’ I asked.

Nate took a deep sip and drained half the remaining whisky from his glass.

‘So you didn’t lift her body up then? That’s something.’ I waited for him to explain. ‘How strong’s your stomach?’

‘I’ll cope.’

‘Then I’ll show you the images,’ he said. ‘Just don’t pass out. I’m less used to live patients.’

‘I’ll remember that.’ 

He took out a digital camera, sufficiently sophisticated that it read his thumb print like a cell phone before allowing access to the gallery of photos, then went into a folder labelled ‘Clark’ with the date after the name. Handing me the camera, he had the grace to look away as I flicked through the images. The first few were wide shots of the body in situ – the cave, the rocks, the length of her body facing upwards into the dark. Then close-ups of Adriana’s face, the seaweed crown, each hand, each breast, her abdomen. Her private parts – the shell – again, from a wider perspective, then close up. I flicked through as fast as I could.

‘What type of shell is it?’ 

‘A conch,’ he said. ‘Seven inches long. Before you ask, it’s not native to Scotland.’

The next image was a freeze-frame with a video icon on it waiting to be pressed. I tapped at it with the edge of my thumb.

The cave was fully floodlit by this point. Protective mats surrounded Adriana’s body, ensuring no trace evidence was lost as she was moved to a body bag for transportation.

‘Roll her on three, slowly and gently,’ a voice instructed from off-screen. Gloved hands, more than I could count, took hold, making sure no additional damage was done during the manoeuvre. ‘One, two, three.’ They supported the body and rolled her. Beneath her corpse, the floor seemed to move. 

‘Capture some of those crabs,’ Nate said in the video. I looked across our sticky pub table to the real-life version of him and raised my eyebrows. ‘Animal life cycles related to corpses can help give us an accurate time of death. Now we need to know what damage to attribute to animal predators and what was occasioned during her murder.’

I picked up my glass and downed what remained of the peaty liquid before returning my eyes to the screen. Adriana’s back was badly mutilated and patches of flesh were missing from her arms.

‘The backs of her legs are still intact,’ I noted.

‘They were on a layer of solid rock which protected them.’

‘The extent of the damage is how you knew she’d been there so long?’ I asked.

‘That, the colour of her skin, the bloating. The timeline can be thrown out with drownings, especially in such cold water when the body’s left exposed, but it seems likely to me that she died within twenty-four hours of leaving home. Are you okay?’

‘No one should be okay after watching something like that, should they?’

‘I’ll get another round in,’ he said. ‘Turn the recording off.’

I did as he suggested, hoping no member of Adriana’s family ever saw the footage.

Nate sat down and pushed a refreshed glass across to me.

‘Was she sexually assaulted, other than the violation with the shell?’

‘Impossible to tell at this point, and with the seawater and animal destruction, we might never be able to say conclusively.’

‘Okay,’ I nodded, drinking as I thought about that. ‘I guess she could have drowned anywhere and been moved there in a vehicle. It didn’t have to be in the water at Mackinnon’s Cave.’

‘No, but that would be quite some feat – moving the weight of a dead body full of seawater. It would have to be done under cover of dark and it would likely take more than one person.’

‘Do you know what type of seaweed is in her hair?’

‘It’s kelp. Laminaria hyperborea’s the full name. Common around here. You’re looking pale.’

‘I’m from Banff. We’re not known for our tans,’ I said. ‘No other injuries?’

‘Abrasions, I won’t know what else until I’m able to look under the surface of the skin. Discolouration has made preliminary assessments difficult. There’s nothing obvious, though. I couldn’t feel any abnormalities to the skull. There could be wounds to her back that have been removed by—‍’

‘Yeah, I get it,’ I said. ‘Do you believe in life after death, Dr Carlisle? I don’t. I never have. But if you did believe in it, you’d have to allow for the possibility that she could see herself there, would be aware that her body was being eaten a layer at a time.’

‘She was dead when those creatures got to her. Fully dead. Adriana didn’t get out of the water alive, I promise you that. Those crabs were not her problem, although I suspect they will be mine.’

‘The conch shell … the violation. While she was alive or after she died?’

‘I can’t be sure until I’ve completed the postmortem.’ Nate checked his watch. I was on borrowed time.

‘She was Latina. Her mother’s side. You think there might be a racist motive? From what I’ve seen Mull doesn’t have much in the way of a varied ethnic population.’

‘Are you asking me because I’m black or because I’m Scottish?’

‘You’re both. Makes you more qualified to answer than me. But actually I’m asking because it’s notable that of all the girls on the island, the one who ends up dead in a cave is neither Scottish nor white. What are the odds?’

‘Adriana was pretty, young and new here, so possibly more interesting than the girls whose families have lived here for generations. The Scots, generally, are inclusive and forward thinking. Did I get called names at school in Glasgow based on my skin colour? Yes, I did. Has it stopped my career from progressing? The answer to that should be obvious.’

‘But you know only too well that not all racism is about name-calling. Sometimes it’s a failure to respect someone, or perceiving non-Caucasian women as more permissive. Disposable, even. You think the police will investigate that angle of this?’ I was on dodgy ground. The forensic examiner worked with the police every day. Whatever my feelings about Sergeant Harris Eggo and his uniformed cronies, I couldn’t expect Nate Carlisle to agree with me. 

‘Go easy on them,’ he said. I prepared myself for a lecture. ‘This is a small island. The community will be in shock. There hasn’t been a murder here for years. It’s a peaceful place. And this isn’t just about finding Adriana’s killer for one victim’s sake. Harris Eggo has to reassure the whole island that its sons and daughters are safe. He’s the father of a teenager himself. The man’s shocked and scared. Putting on a uniform doesn’t eradicate normal human failings.’

It wasn’t a lecture. It was worse. I felt ashamed. I should have been less prickly and more helpful at the police station. Nate was right. Policing a small island wasn’t the same as policing a city. Everything about an investigation here would be personal.

‘So tell me what a private investigator from Banff is doing in Scotland. Does your work often take you so far from home?’ 

His voice was soft as he asked. I got the impression he’d realised I was feeling bad and was trying to distract me. Nate Carlisle was both perceptive and kind.

‘I’ve done a few cases outside Canada, mainly in the States where kids have run away and crossed the border. I once ended up in Honduras. By the time I found the boy I was looking for, I’m not sure which of us was the more scared. Lawless places are terrifying when you realise how few rights you’ll have if something goes wrong.’

‘Do things often go wrong in your cases?’ he asked with a gentle smile.

‘Sometimes I end up dealing with unscrupulous people. There’s no kind of trouble a desperate teenager won’t get themselves in. Occasionally that means I’ve had to be unscrupulous to get them out of trouble. I’m not proud of it, but I stopped drawing lines I wouldn’t cross a while back. It can be a messy business.’

‘Our professions have that in common, then. Well, I should get some sleep,’ he said, standing up. ‘Weather permitting, I’ll be up and gone early.’

‘Thanks for talking with me,’ I said. ‘You’ll call as soon as you have more information, eh?’

‘Absolutely,’ he said. ‘You know, you haven’t asked about the sand in her mouth. The shell was almost crude, broad-brush defiling. But the sand …’

‘The sand is everything. It’s the whole of her killer’s anger boiled down to a single action. I don’t need any help understanding it.’

‘I cleared it out, to preserve it,’ Nate said. ‘It wasn’t just in her mouth. Whoever did that to her shoved it down into her throat. Put their fingers into her mouth and pushed all the way down and back. It would have taken effort and time. It’s unlike anything I’ve seen before.’

I took my hotel keys from my pocket, already feeling the futility of lying on a bed when sleep would elude me.

‘Cold fury,’ I replied. ‘That’s what the sand is. Fury is the weapon that killed Adriana Clark.’




Chapter  Three

To the north of Tobermory, a solitary road hugged the coastline. From there, a few houses gazed out to sea. The Clark family lived in a large, double-fronted Victorian home, free of the pebbledash so many of Mull’s houses wore as a shield against wind and rain. Five of them, until last night. Today, the curtains were drawn. The press hadn’t made its way to the island yet. I doubted they would until the gruesome details were released. Until then, it was a teenager’s body in a cave and just one of those tragedies that strikes from time to time.

The door opened a crack – someone checking who was approaching – then the space widened to allow me entry. I’d phoned the Clarks the previous night, between the arrival of the emergency services at the cave and my police interview. Realistically, a phone call from an investigator late in the evening was unlikely to be good news. The visit was about sharing select facts. Adriana’s parents would dictate how much they really wanted to know.

Brandon opened the door. His dark eyes wouldn’t meet mine, and his hair was tousled. He was a good-looking kid, as Adriana had been. I greeted him blandly as he slammed the door behind me. He took the stairs two at a time, then another door slammed on the upper floor of the house. That was fine with me. The conversation I was about to have wasn’t for anyone other than parents.

Isabella Clark was a statue on the sofa, gripping the arm, staring off into the distance. Rob stood up and shook my hand. I offered the usual, useless platitudes as we sat down.

‘Have the police been here this morning?’ I asked.

Rob nodded. ‘They’re treating us all as suspects.’ He gave a bitter smile. ‘Not that they said it out loud, but there was mention of the fact that these sorts of killings are usually done by someone known to the victim. Given how little time we’ve been here …’

‘It’s all just standard practice. Please don’t take it personally,’ I reassured him. ‘How much did the police tell you?’

‘Too much,’ Isabella said, keeping her eyes on the wall. That glazed-eyed, dilated-pupils stare was a combination of shock and medication, and a trademark in deceased children cases.

‘Was Adriana a strong swimmer?’ I asked, getting right to it. No point making it a longer conversation than it needed to be, and it was already too late to spare their feelings.

‘She was,’ Rob said. ‘She swam a lot back in …’ he paused, swallowed, ‘‍… back in California. Not swim-team fit, but Carlsbad is a beach town. She was there with her friends every day.’

‘So she was used to tidal water then,’ I said. ‘But night swimming … Is that something she’d done before?’

‘You don’t get in the water in California at night,’ Rob said. ‘There are great whites.’

Isabella lowered her head. ‘She’d have been safer with the sharks,’ she said.

I let that sink in a moment. A girl who was used to the perils of the sea. Currents, rip tides, how harmless fun could transform into danger in just one wave. 

‘We’ll know more when the forensic pathologist has completed his report. They took Adriana’s body out this morning on a helicopter. She’ll be in Glasgow. I’m afraid they won’t release her for burial in an active murder case. The police are going to be working full time on this now. They’ll have backup from the Major Investigation Team on the mainland. I wasn’t sure if you wanted me to …’

‘You should stay,’ Rob said. ‘We can pay you.’

‘I’m not sure I can do much more than the police. They won’t share their files with me, and they’re pretty hostile to be honest.’

‘That’s why we need you. You should have heard the way they spoke to Brandon. He’s an easy target. We’re the outsiders here. It would help us if we felt like there was someone here to deal with it for us,’ Rob said.

As concerned as I was by how little impact my involvement might have, the term ‘outsiders’ was no overstatement. In their position, I’d have wanted someone to be my voice. It was neither realistic nor decent to expect them to be able to handle it themselves. I already knew I would stay.

‘Does Brandon have a positive alibi or was he at home in bed?’ I asked. 

‘He was asleep,’ Rob said. ‘We all were. Adriana sneaked out.’ He sounded angry and that was understandable. I never wanted to become a parent. The constant conflict of love and discipline that I’d seen looked exhausting. I had yet to take a case where a victim’s parents hadn’t warned them a hundred times about the dangers of being careless with their personal safety. Anger amidst grief was the most human mix of emotions.

‘I looked in on Brandon,’ Isabella said. ‘I heard a noise in the night and got up, checked on him. He was definitely here and he was definitely asleep.’

Eyes steady on the fireplace, I figured out what my next words should be. Sounding critical or accusatory would be hurtful and inflammatory, but Isabella Clark had just made a serious mistake.

‘Is that what you told the police?’ I asked, my voice a notch above a whisper.

‘Of course,’ she responded. 

‘Did the police speak to each of you separately?’

Rob nodded.

‘And did the police ask why, if you’d heard a noise and gotten up to check on Brandon, you didn’t also notice that Adriana was missing from her bed?’

Her mouth opened and shut as Rob closed his eyes and turned his face away.

‘You didn’t hear how they spoke to him,’ Isabella gushed. ‘Latino kid in a new country, sibling rivalry, doesn’t like his sister getting so friendly with the islanders, lost his temper, deviant tendencies. I grew up in a world where the police pinned you to the ground first and worried about the consequences later. Burglary, robbery, rape – my people got blamed for it all. Why should it be any different here?’

She was right. I had no idea what she’d been through. Racism in America was not a historical problem. Racism in Scotland I was less familiar with. What I did know was that giving a false alibi to the police – especially one as clumsy and flawed as this – only ever made cops more suspicious. Harris Eggo had struck me as many things, but he didn’t seem stupid enough to have failed to figure out that Isabella Clark did not check on Brandon that night, and now they’d have Brandon even higher on their suspect list.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ I said. ‘It was a natural reaction to tell the police that in the circumstances. I have to ask you – only because the police here will be checking the same thing – has Brandon ever been in trouble? Either with the police or at school. Anything they can latch onto and use as an excuse to interview him?’

They glanced at one another and I hated myself. I’d been engaged to help find their daughter’s killer, and I was asking questions about their son’s prior indiscretions.

I’d have hated me too.

‘He’s done nothing,’ Rob said. ‘Brandon’s a good kid. Surly sometimes, not great at getting down to his schoolwork. They’re doing online classes so they don’t have to swap out of the American curriculum and we can monitor how many hours they’re doing – how many hours he’s doing,’ he corrected himself.

‘How were Adriana’s grades?’ I asked.

‘As and Bs. She was on course to go to a good university,’ Rob said.

‘She wasn’t going back to the States for college?’ I asked.

‘She could have gone anywhere in the world for college,’ Rob replied. ‘We’ve taken the children abroad since they were tiny; shown them Europe, South America, Asia. We wanted them to know the possibilities were limitless.’

Another long look between Rob and Isabella. Thoughtless of me to have raised it. Who wanted to think about their daughter’s bright shiny future while she was lying on a mortuary table?

‘I’ll get out of your way soon, but there was an … issue. With Adriana’s body, and a shell.’

‘We know,’ Rob said. Isabella began to cry. It was a miracle she’d got through until now without starting.

‘The police will be focusing on that, so I need to know. Did she have a boyfriend or an ex? Anyone who’d shown an interest in her, even just online?’

‘No, nothing like that. She’d have told us,’ Rob said. ‘We’ve only been here a few months. She was concentrating on her schoolwork and her job at the pub, saving money. Adriana wasn’t the kind of girl who would let anyone …’

‘No, no, no,’ I rushed. ‘Don’t think that. Absolutely no one is suggesting that anything Adriana did got her into this or could ever be sufficient motive for what’s happened to her.’

‘I saw Addie with a boy,’ a small voice piped up from the doorway into the dining room. The double glass doors had been standing open a crack as we’d talked.

‘Luna!’ Isabella gasped. ‘You were supposed to stay in your room.’

She strode across to the little girl and gathered her in a tight embrace. Luna was going to grow up in her mother and father’s sight every minute of every day until she’d finally had enough of it. That was what parents did who’d lost another child to a violent crime. They lived every day knowing it could happen again, and believing that if they weren’t vigilant enough, it would.

‘Hi Luna, I’m Sadie. We met a few days ago, remember?’ Her black curls bounced as she nodded. ‘When did you see Adriana with a boy, sweetheart?’

‘Please don’t …’ Isabella said.

‘She has to,’ Rob told her. ‘It’s okay to answer, Luna.’

‘Mommy and me were walking through town. Addie was down an alley with a boy and she saw me and she smiled and she put her finger over her lips like this.’ She put her forefinger over her closed lips in a shushing motion. ‘So I knew not to tell. Was I bad?’

She turned huge eyes towards her mother, who forced a smile through the pain.

‘No, honey, you did good. You and Addie always had your secrets, right?’

‘We’re besties,’ Luna said, beaming at me. Still too young to comprehend that her sister was gone for good, and years away from being told the truth of what happened, Luna was possibly the only thing that would keep Isabella and Rob from swallowing too many pills late one night to dull the pain.

‘Can you tell me about the boy you saw, Luna?’ I asked.

The little girl scrunched up her face and gazed at the ceiling as she thought about it. She was adorable. 

‘They were kind of dancing,’ she said. ‘Sort of how Mommy and Daddy used to in the kitchen.’

‘That’s real good. Can you remember his hair colour or his skin colour?’

‘Um, his skin was white like Daddy’s. I don’t remember his hair.’

‘Did you hear anything he said?’ Luna shook her head. ‘Not a problem. Anything else?’

‘I think he’s a daddy too,’ she shrugged.

‘You think he’s a daddy? Did he have a baby with him?’

‘No, but he had a picture of a little boy. I saw it on him. Mommy, can we make Jell-O?’

‘Maybe later,’ Isabella said. ‘Go get yourself a Reese’s. I left some out on the table.’ She put Luna down and the girl raced off in search of peanut butter and chocolate. The colour had drained from Isabella’s face and she looked ashen, exhausted by the effort of pretending their world wasn’t imploding.

‘I’ll go. Nate Carlisle the pathologist has promised to call me this evening with an update. Is there anyone in Tobermory that Adriana was particularly friendly with who might know the identity of the boy Luna saw?’

‘She met a lot of other teenagers when she was working at the pub. There was no one in particular,’ Rob said. His eyes were on his wife. Isabella looked as if she might collapse at any second.

‘No close friends in the States she was in touch with on social media? Someone she might have confided in?’

‘No one,’ Isabella said. ‘This was a new start for us all. We encourage our kids to stay off the internet.’ Her tone was hard. I’d overstayed.

‘I don’t suppose there’s any news about Adriana’s cell phone? Did the police manage to triangulate its movements or locate it near the cave?’

‘Nothing,’ Rob said. ‘It’s switched off and there’s no sign of it.’

‘I understand. I’ll touch base with you in a couple of days then,’ I said. ‘Call if you need me.’

Brandon was walking back down the stairs as I let myself out. The look on his face could have frozen lava.




Chapter  Four

That afternoon, I could have been any other tourist. A watery sun left the air only lukewarm, but the colours of the houses arced around Tobermory Bay were candy-store bright. Oranges, reds, yellows, blues reflected in rippling water. A chocolate shop, a soap company, guest houses and cafés, art galleries and pottery sellers – it had everything you could possibly want if you were passing through. Mull’s long-term inhabitants shopped elsewhere. There was a food store on the harbour as well as a post office and a bank. Life here was simple. Tourists came and went; the island needed them to leave some of their money behind. My hometown operated on the same principles. Everyone knew everyone. Each argument, every romance, new grandchild, divorce – it was the town’s dirty laundry; none of it seemed to belong to the individual any more.

I’d spent almost an hour poking into the corners of Tackle & Trade. It catered for an intriguing mix of interests. Shiny things for fishermen; authors I’d never heard of and a few I had; midge machines; art supplies. It was like a sudden influx of Christmases. I’d exited with a compass, it being a tradition of mine to buy one in every country I visited: a superstition I had, to make sure I could always find my way home. I also left with a book to use as a prop, called Letters to my Sixteen-Year-Old Self. Seemed appropriate given that Adriana would never grow old enough to be able to look back sagely.

My cell rang as I exited. Caller ID announced my sister.

‘Hey there, Becca,’ I said, smiling. ‘How hard’s my niece-to-be kicking you these days?’

‘Hey yourself. You haven’t called Mom since you arrived in Scotland. She’s thinks you’ve been kidnapped. And your niece is refusing to exit my womb until you’re back here to come to the hospital with me. When’s that likely to be?’

I sighed, picturing my baby sister’s bulging abdomen and envisaging the military-style birth instructions already pinned to her fridge. I was to be her birthing partner, as her former fiancé had decided that becoming a parent didn’t fit in with his influencer lifestyle. For the record, I’d asked Becca if I was allowed to locate him and perform certain improvements to him that would prevent him from ever impregnating another woman, but she’d refused her consent. At some point in the future, I was planning on doing it anyway. Our mom was acting in a supportive role from home, where she was looking after our dad who was battling dementia. None of that was going to stop my sister from having a natural birth: no pain killers; no unnecessary surgical intervention; no balloons or cuddly toys. 

‘I’m sorry, Becca. I have no idea how long this will take. It’s a month until baby girl’s turning up though, right? That’s plenty of time. And I’ll phone Mom tonight – promise.’

‘Promise, promise?’

I stopped, not liking the quietness of her voice. My sister was an all-guns-blazing kind of woman. Low volume wasn’t her thing.

‘I just wish you weren’t so far away,’ she said. ‘Even my bump feels a bit sadder without you.’

‘It’s nice to be missed,’ I said. ‘Listen, it’ll fly by. You’ve got plenty of friends there to pamper you. All that nesting to do? Organic baby food to make and freeze?’ I made a retching sound and she laughed.

‘Okay, okay, we’ll be fine. Just keep in touch. It’s not too bad a case this time is it, Sadie? I don’t want you getting lost in something terrible just before the birth.’

I faked a smiling voice and prepared to lie. Not a new sensation when it came to my family. The details of my worst cases were better off glossed over.

‘It’s nothing bad at all. I have some leads already; hoping for a successful wrap-up really soon. Piece of cake. Now go put your feet up, eat chocolate and read that bump a story from her Auntie Sadie.’

Small brass compass in my pocket, book in hand, I strolled towards a pub called The Blether that my hotel receptionist had told me was the place all the locals gathered in the evenings. It was also where Adriana had spent her summer evenings earning £6.50 per hour washing plates and glasses. It was as good a place as any to gauge the toll the murder was taking on the community and get a sense of what the islanders’ theories were.

The Blether sat one road back from the world-famous photo op of Tobermory Bay, hidden from view until you passed right in front of it. Red fronted, with windows that had once been white and clean, you made a choice at the front door. Turn left into a seated restaurant area, or go right for standing room at the bar, mismatched tables and chairs, a dartboard and a pool table. I turned right into a sudden silence.

‘You’ll be wanting to sit and eat then,’ the man behind the bar decided without asking me. ‘Better off in the other room, love.’

‘I’m good thanks,’ I said. ‘Could I get a cold one?’

The man I assumed was the landlord smirked, but he took the lid off a bottle of lager and slid it across the bar in my direction. I paid and chose a table in the far corner, giving my new book all my attention as conversation struck up once more. I gave it a full five minutes before I dared look up and take stock. 

Four men were huddled around one table. I recognised one of them as a colleague of Sergeant Eggo. He’d been sitting in on my interview, although to be fair he hadn’t uttered a word. Now he was studiously ignoring me. A gaggle of girls looked simultaneously bored and over-excited, false eyelashes locked and loaded, which seemed inappropriate for a trip to the local pub the day after a fellow teenager had been found dead, but it was part of a generational culture. Couples held hands and chatted, while two lone drinkers nursed hard liquor and wallowed. A few people were watching a game of darts. The landlord had been joined by a middle-aged woman and a good-looking boy who the landlord slapped on the back. His son, I guessed. The girl pack began whispering and preening. I kept my eyes down and my ears pricked. There was a sense of drama in there – the whispering that tragedy brought with it and its equal weight in intrigue.

The door opened again and Harris Eggo entered, followed by a second bout of silence. This one bore the weight of respect and expectation. I put my head down and turned a page for something to do, but my reading session was definitely over. The landlord handed Harris a measure of whisky which he took, knocked back, and pushed forward for a refill.

‘Any news?’ one of the darts players asked.

‘Nothing good,’ Sergeant Eggo replied. ‘No leads yet.’

‘Sarge,’ the other officer said, soft-voiced, but not soft enough that I didn’t catch it. As I glanced up, he gave a pointed look in my direction, and Harris Eggo’s eyes followed.

‘You letting anyone in now are you, Bobby?’ Eggo asked the landlord.

‘Ach, she’s easy on the eyes. I figured it would pretty the place up a bit.’ The landlord laughed at his own joke until his wife elbowed him.

‘Miss Levesque,’ Harris Eggo announced. ‘Was there something you wanted?’

‘Beer,’ I said. ‘It’s good.’

‘Is there no’ a bar in your hotel?’ Eggo continued.

I shrugged and returned my attention to the book I wasn’t reading. 

‘I thought you were here to work, not for a holiday—’

‘Lay off, Dad,’ the boy behind the bar said quietly. Not the landlord’s son then. Another teenager helping out for some spending money.

Harris Eggo turned his back on his son and decided to address the bar instead. 

‘We believe whoever killed the girl was a tourist. Plenty of guidebooks mention Mackinnon’s Cave. Given the length of time between her death and the discovery of her body …’ He paused. I assumed he was looking in my direction for dramatic effect and didn’t grace him with a return glance. ‘I’d say he’s already left the island.’

As shocking as the lack of professionalism was – making a public statement about an open case, in a pub of all places – no one seemed surprised by it. Everyone was already talking about the murder, drawing baseless conclusions and speculating furiously. Eggo was putting his own community’s needs first by reassuring them that the suspect was an outsider, not to mention sending me a crystal-clear signal establishing where his loyalties lay.

The landlady appeared at my table, another bottle in her hand. She put it down gently in front of me. I smiled my thanks.

‘Poor wee Adriana,’ she said. ‘How’re her parents doing?’

‘Too early to tell,’ I said. ‘Adriana worked for you?’ 

‘She did, just for the last two months. Gave us no trouble, turned up on time, friendly.’

‘How friendly, exactly?’ Harris asked over her shoulder. 

I didn’t like the implications, but I wasn’t sure he even meant them. I was being baited. There was nothing like a pissing competition with a small-town cop to ruin an evening.

‘Harris, that’s not what I meant. I never saw Adriana talking to any of our customers like that. Why would she go off with a stranger to Mackinnon’s Cave late at night?’

‘Maybe she’d had a few drinks, smoked some weed, felt a bit lonely. Homesick maybe? Have we had many American tourists in here in the last two weeks?’

I hated that his last comment was a fair point. There was something about running into your fellow countrymen that made you yearn both for home and for the comfort of familiarity.

‘We’ve had Americans in and out of here every day this summer. Adriana never mentioned any of them though.’ She patted me on the arm. ‘I’m Rachel. These boys give you any shit and they’ll answer to me.’

A man tapped Harris Eggo on the
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