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wrack: 1. To suffer or undergo shipwreck; 2. To wreck; to ruin; to cast ashore by shipwreck; 3. Remnants of or goods from a wrecked vessel, esp. as driven or cast ashore; wreckage; 4. To cause the ruin, downfall or subversion of (a person, etc.); to ruin or overthrow; 5. etributive punishment; vengeance, revenge; 6. A thing or person in an impaired, wrecked or shattered state; 7. Marine vegetation or seaweed cast ashore by the waves or growing on the tidal seashore.
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Prologue







Oh but it is true … Things need not have happened to be true. Tales and dreams are the shadow-truths that will endure when mere facts are dust and ashes, and forgot.


NEIL GAIMAN, A Midsummer Night’s Dream


 








 














FROM the personal journal of William Townshend, Surgeon, aboard His Majesty’s Vessel Berkeley.




   





17th August 1794


It comes as more than some little surprise to me that I am able to write these words: if I had been asked only twelve hours ago whether I believed I would survive to see the dawn my answer would have been a simple negative. Yet here I am, alive and, in good part at least, intact. The night just passed was truly the most terrifying I have ever known, and more than once I offered up prayers to the Almighty in the sure belief my hours on this earth were at an end.


The ship has been cast upon a shore unknown to the crew or the captain, yet we are some hundred leagues or more to the south of Port Jackson. I hope this place is not an indication of this land’s true temper, for it is a miserable place; cold and windswept in the extreme, with little to offer in the way of comfort or succour after our long journey.




   





Later


I am writing this several hours later, wishing to record a most worrying and curious sight I and several others have witnessed. The seas having subsided somewhat, the Captain and a group of a dozen or so men, including the repulsive Colvey, who seems to grow more repugnant with each passing day, put ashore in the longboat. I accompanied them at the invitation of the Captain, who continues to treat me as a gentleman, although I detected in his offer to ‘let me see the temper of my new home’ a note of mischief. The seas, although smaller, were far from calm, and the landing of the boat was only achieved with some difficulty; all of us were soaked fairly to the skin by the time we landed, and the wind, which seemed to blow straight from the icebound lands of the Antarctic, cut through to our very marrow.


Once there, however, my thoughts were not on my physical discomfort. No, for it was a quite singular pleasure to step onto dry land again after all these months of rolling swell, and the mere fact of my being on land was more than enough to distract me from the wind and the dampness of my situation. Once again I underwent that same phenomenon I experienced in Cape Town, where the solid land took on the feel of the ocean, seeming to swell and move underfoot.


But I digress. Once upon the land all of us ran and sported like children, so delightful was the sensation of being on dry land once more. Even the dour Captain Bell could not resist a smile and a few quick steps. The country itself is bare and miserable in the extreme, the sand of the beach rising into low ridges, covered in a dismal growth of grass and low bush, but before long the men’s games took them up the face of the first rise, and when they reached the apex, their hoots and cries of glee stopped all of a sudden.


This sudden silence drew my and Captain Bell’s attention and, looking up, we saw the men gathered unspeaking on the peak of the hill, gazing in silence at what lay beyond it. For a long moment nothing more happened, the Captain and I standing, watching the men watching whatever it was they had seen. Then one of them, the repulsive Colvey or maybe young Berridge, called and motioned to us to join them. We hurried, a spirit of urgency having descended upon the proceedings, and upon reaching the top of the hill were greeted by the sight that compels me to make this record: a ship, much damaged by the elements and the passage of time, but a ship nonetheless, and even to an eye as untrained in these matters as my own, one of some antiquity.


Upon descending to it there was much discussion between the Captain and the more intelligent of the men, and I understood they believed it to be a ship of Portuguese or Spanish origin, its reddish mahogany construction confirming its Iberian ancestry, but, and this is the source of my amazement, of a design not seen for over two hundred years.


The discovery of the ship was a source of much excitement amongst the men, who clambered through the wreckage with the clear intent of discovering for themselves some item of value. Many small keepsakes were to be easily found scattered in the sand and amongst the remnants of the ship, but so too were grimmer discoveries. In the stern of the vessel we came upon the bones of several men. I say they were the bones of men, although I doubt an eye less expert than my own would have known this for certain, since they were of a great age, and had been set upon by beasts or savages and spread throughout those gloomy chambers. In the bow there was charring and evidence of an unsuccessful attempt to burn the ship.


The discovery of the remains coupled with the evidence of attempts to destroy the ship caused the mood of the men to change, and concern grew over the possibility of a confrontation with the natives. Captain Bell posted Berridge on watch with a rifle and allowed the men to continue searching for another half-hour or so. By then numerous small relics, bottles, coins, and an exquisitely carved bone knife handle, apparently of Tamil origin, had been found, together with the remains of navigational instruments, much corroded, and a slim wooden box containing many papers, much water-damaged, but still legible in parts. On these papers we found a name, de Cueva, and a date, which even now, I still find hard to credit, namely 1519.


At the expiry of this half an hour the Captain sought my counsel, which I took to be a sign of his increasing trust and respect for my personage and rank. He confided in me his opinion that the ship was Iberian, and of more than two hundred years in age, an opinion that I found hard to resist. But it was not this that he sought my counsel upon. Rather he was concerned, being a man of strategic wiles, by the implications of this ship’s presence in New South Wales. For if sailors of Portugal were in this land over two hundred years before Mr Cook, then our King’s claim to this land may be in dispute.


Upon reflection I took to sharing this concern of the Captain’s, and after some discussion we cautioned the men not to breathe a word of what they had seen. In order to forestall their indubitable protests, the Captain granted them the small treasures that they had found, on the proviso that each and every one of them undertook to dissemble should they be interrogated as to its place of origin. The Captain took into his possession the papers, and granted to me the bell and several coins. And, as we left, I took upon myself the liberty of levering forth a sliver of the ship’s red timber with my knife, secreting it upon my person as we made our way back to the longboat.


Upon our return to the ship the men were duly silent, and I am as sure as one can be of such types that they understand the importance of their silence. This discovery of ours must remain a secret, locked close as this journal.














I. Discovery 







The various discoveries which had been made upon the coasts of Terra Australis antecedently to the present voyage are of dates as widely distant as are the degrees of confidence to which they are respectively entitled … In tracing a historical sketch of the previous discoveries, I shall not dwell upon such as depend upon conjecture and probability, but come speedily to those for which there are authentic documents.


Within these few years however, two curious manuscripts have been brought to light which have favoured an opinion that Terra Australis had really been visited by Europeans nearly a century before any authentic accounts speak of its discovery. One of these charts is in French, without date; and from its almost similitude is probably either the original or a copy of the other, which is in English; and bears a dedication to the King of England. In it an extensive country is marked to the southward of the Moluccas under the name Great Java; which agrees nearer with the position and extent of Terra Australis than with any other land; and the direction given to some parts of the coast approaches too near to the truth for the whole to have been marked from conjecture alone. But combining this with the exaggerated extent of Great Java in a southern direction, and the animals and houses painted upon the shores, such as have not been anywhere seen in Terra Australis, it should appear to have been partly formed from vague information, collected probably by the early Portuguese navigators from the eastern nations; and that conjecture has done the rest. It may, at the same time, be admitted that a part of the west and north-west coasts where


the coincidence of form is most striking might have been seen by the Portuguese themselves before the year 1540, in their voyages to and from India.


MATTHEW FLINDERS, Voyage to Terra Australis, 1814


 





 














HOW to tell this story, where to begin? Perhaps it begins in a storm, the wind-whipped sand cutting deep into a child’s skin, bullying him, driving him, pushing him deeper into the darkness, this unkindness of wind a purification, slicing flesh, bleaching bone, pushing all that obscures before it as it rolls back the sand to expose what is hidden beneath. For surely this story should be like the wind, cutting away at what does not matter, at what is extraneous, until there is nothing left but what is essential; this purity of form a distillate of the truth. Or maybe the truth is not what lies beneath the sand but the sand itself, always shifting, never certain, so that once we cut away that which we cannot be sure of we are left with nothing but space. And echoes.


Yet maybe there are patterns we can detect in the motion of the sand, eddies and flows within its ceaseless flux and ebb. Not skeletons or truth, but feelings, encoded bumps and ridges that might make letters, then a word, then a sentence or maybe more, a secret Braille of touch and faith. A quiet urgency of form. Or they might be no more than they seem.


Here, were you to try and decipher them, these symbols might trace out a story about love and death. About loving and dying. And surely that is all they could be. For in the end that is all there is, all there can be. The transformation of heavy flesh into light and sensation. Emotions moving like tides, like rivers deep within the sand. Feeling stealing across years like the shifting hills, slowly, inexorably, burying all that lies before them; leaving what lay hidden exposed to the harsh sun, the freezing air of winter, a movement of


form, a disturbance in the shape of the world flowing from the past into the future. Like the bones of the dead. Like words scrawled on paper in haste.


 














DAVID shimmers, adrift in the white sea of the sand. Around him heat rises from its baking surface, light glaring from every angle. Not far away the sea rolls in against the beach, out of sight, the steady breath of the surf streaming thin moisture through the boiling air. A seabird wheels overhead, its voice creaking as it rides the waves of heat upwards. The air smells of salt.


For a long time David stands like this, aware of the sun’s rays against his unprotected skin, unmoving, unwatching, unlistening, just being, drinking up this place. The sun bounces up and out from a million angles, shattering over the rolling mirror of sand. Then from behind him there is the blast of a car horn, then again, and David starts, turning towards the sound. Behind him he sees the shapes of several four-wheel drives bumping across the sand towards him. The heat haze shivering around them, making their outlines jump and flow. The horn sounds once again, and David lifts his arm to wave, the fact of its motion suddenly marvellous to him. A grind of brakes and the cars slide to a stop beside him, their thick wheels sledding through the hot sand, ploughing it up into furrows. Music blares from the cars as the doors open, spilling refrigerated air outwards, turning his sweat suddenly cold against his skin. Figures pile onto the sand, feet slipping beneath them, surrounding him, a riot of colourful shorts and baseball caps and mirrored glasses. David steps back, trying to take it all in, the tide of voices, movement, music washing against him.


A woman’s voice beside him asks him something, and he feels his mind re-engage, falling back into its webs of analysis. He turns to her, his hands describing arcs of exploration, assigning tasks, delineating borders. Equipment is unloaded, deployed. David watches his students move outwards, the flat feet of metal detectors sweeping across the ground. Stakes are driven into the sand and nylon rope strung between them, marking out a perimeter on the face of the hill, a ridge of tussocked marram grass containing the downward spill at its centre. The hand-held detectors beep and whistle, drawn together at the clump of grass.


Anna, one of the other archaeologists on the dig, pauses beside him.


Last chance? she asks. David is unsure whether she is serious or joking, and turns to look at her. Her face screwed up against the sun reveals little.


This time at least.


She snorts. Ever the optimist, mate. Unless we can find something conclusive in the next few days there isn’t going to be a next time. You know that as well as I do.


We know from the aerial scans that something’s down there. His voice dogged, unflinching.


She looks at him intently for a moment before replying. The anomaly’s too small. We both know that.


David pauses. It’s all we’ve got, he says at last, then turns and steps away.


As she watches him walk the ten metres towards the nearest group of students, Anna feels her irritation with the determination of his belief fade, become annoyance at the hesitancy of her own, and as it does she wishes he would turn so she could smile, wave, reassure him that she too believes. But he doesn’t turn. Instead, after a moment’s unheard conversation, he takes a shovel from one of the students, shifts its weight experimentally in his hands, then in one swift movement plunges it downwards, the blade slicing deep into the spilling sand, a foot on its back driving it deeper again before he pulls upwards, grunting with the effort, casts the brimming flat of the shovel’s blade behind him in a shower of pale powder. Moving closer she hears him address the students, his voice low, unwavering. OK, he is saying, let’s start digging.




   





As he digs, David listens to himself, careful, scholarly, cautioning his students against allowing their hopes to be raised. All the while the blade of his shovel hacking away at the roots of the grass that web the loose sand, cutting, slicing, tearing at the ribbed strands straining outwards and downwards in search of water. He does not need Anna to tell him that the anomalous signal the aerial magnetometer has detected is too weak to be anything significant. He too has scanned the pages of the computer printouts; their whorls and eddies describing the lines of force that lie unseen beneath these hills; the ghostly shadows of water and ferrous metal written within the swirling patterns. He more than anyone knows that none reveal what he has spent years hoping lies somewhere just beneath their feet. It cannot be the ship, he knows that, but it is hard not to succumb, to believe. He knows the students can hear his excitement, the catch in his voice, and he almost hopes that his desire infects them as well. Perhaps it does, for as the digging proceeds, although it is he who digs the fastest, ignoring the burning of his hands chafed by the handle of the shovel, the sweat on his face, he is dimly aware that the students are digging faster, too. Lured into the past.


Overhead the sun arcs inland, shadows creep down from the crests of the hills, playing in long winding furrows through the shifting sand. A snake moves through the search area, liquid quick, provoking shrieks and wary fascination from the students, who follow it across the sand at a careful distance until it eventually disappears into a knot of tussocks. David and the others take it in shifts, digging for half an hour, then swapping over, carting sand and sifting for half an hour. The heat on the sand making the shadows dance and twist.


Just before dark David feels the hair on his neck rise, as if he is being watched. Turning, he half sees a figure on a dune behind the cars. He blinks, wiping the sweat from his brow, but the figure is gone. For several seconds he stands, not quite convinced it was just a mirage, but then he shakes his head, trying to clear it. As he does he hears a cry from behind him and looks around to see one of the students kneeling down, everyone else converging on what she has uncovered. He feels his chest tighten in expectation, his breath coming faster, and he steps forward, almost forgetting his unease of a moment before. Halfway there he pauses, glancing back in the direction of the figure, but seeing nothing continues on, his step lengthening to a run.


In the middle of the ring a scrap of cloth pokes out of the sand. No-one speaks, their faces turned to David and Anna. He glances at Anna, who nods, and David steps forward, moving through the line of the circle, kneeling beside the tiny flap of cloth. His instincts tell him it is nothing, but his voice trembles as he turns, issuing instructions for more precise tools, tiny spades, brushes and sieves. His breath coming in ragged gasps, he scrapes the sand away, his tools carving a form out of the sand. A long khaki line slowly becomes a mound. David pauses, peering at the mound in the failing light. Anna appears with a torch, and its light picks out the frayed fabric of a blanket, then black letters on the peeling fibres, a crest, a rearing sunrise of bayonets, a serial number. David slumps back, his hands falling to his sides, hears sighs from behind him. He turns, shrugging, says something about that being how things go, then settles to the task of pulling the mound free.


His arms encircle the mound, and nodding to one of the students they pull, loosening their find from its grave. Exposed now it is a rolled blanket, army issue, containing something about six feet long. A student asks him what he thinks it might be and David shrugs, non-commital. Anna’s glance telling him she too knows what it is, but he shrugs nonetheless.


Let’s see, he says, stepping forward and carefully opening the bundle. The material of the blanket begins to give way in his hands, but he perseveres, drawing it open like a curtain. Slowly something appears, shreds of hair, dried skin, the blind socket of an eye. A heaviness filling his chest, David steps back and a ripple of surprise runs through the group. The students unable to look away.


Finally one asks, What now?


David rubs a hand across his mouth.


I guess we call the police.


 














IT takes three phone calls to find the local police. On the phone they are friendly but unimpressed. Twice David is asked whether he is sure the body isn’t that of an Aborigine, and he explains again the blanket, the scraps of uniform. Finally they agree to come, and David clicks the mobile off, watching the glowing green window for several seconds before it dims and fades. The phone in his hand, he returns to the waiting students clustered around the pit. They turn to him, anxious to hear what he has to say. He smiles as he speaks, trying to reassure them.


The police said they’d be here as soon as they could, he says. But if any of you want to head back now, do. It’s getting cold now the sun’s down.


Several of the students nod, talking amongst themselves, then drift off, bidding farewells as they go. David and two or three others remain. They talk, voices low in the darkness. Finally Anna asks the question everyone else is skirting around.


Who do you think it is?


God knows, David says, then pauses before continuing. But I’d give you good money somebody put him there and that that somebody didn’t want him to be found.


Murder? asks one of the students.


That seems the obvious conclusion, but I think we should wait until the police arrive before we start making any assumptions. Whoever he is he’s certainly been there a while.


Do you think the police will investigate? After all, whoever it is has been there for years.


That depends, David begins, but the sound of a police car heading over the sand towards them interrupts, the white shear of the halogen dazzling them so they turn away, covering their eyes.




   





The police do little but cordon off the area and take down names. They are local police and, as one confides to David, can do little until more senior officers arrive from Sydney. David stands by, watching the two men in uniform taking down the names of his students in the glare of the police car’s spotlight. Finally the policeman who had taken David into his confidence announces that they should leave now, nothing more was going to happen until dawn, when the detectives were supposed to be arriving. Once the announcement has been made, Anna and the students begin to move back to the cars. David doesn’t follow them, looking instead at the policemen in their dark uniforms by the excavation, a sense of panic, collapse, rising within him. Suddenly Anna is at his side, her hand on his arm, leading him to the car. He complies, looking back at the two policemen. One turns and waves, the gesture friendly and slow, in the manner of those who live outside cities.


At the door to the four-wheel drive David pauses again, gazing out into the darkness. Then he climbs in and pulls the door shut behind him. The radio blares, the vehicle skidding away through the sand.




   





Alone in his tent, David cannot sleep. This piece of land, the ghosts of which he has been acquainted with for years, has changed. There are new ghosts now, shades of violence and death.


That there are ghosts here does not surprise David. Although he calls himself an archaeologist, and believes in the coded and ordered knowledge of science, the structured discourse of academic debate, he feels the pull of other places, other times. Whether they are real or mere echoes of other times, David has learnt to believe in ghosts. Of the dark-skinned tribes who gathered shells and hunted here for tens of thousands of years. Of de Cueva and his men, irrevocably and hopelessly lost in this alien place. Of the others who came later, and through neglect and greed remade this place in their own image.


The shadowy dunes suddenly full of hidden secrets, knives in the darkness.




   





City detectives arrive at dawn, men in suits, sombre, commanding. David arrives soon after. Yellow tape is twisted between stakes, encircling the sandy depression. The sun is hot, the air cool. David watches them lift the body from the ground, onto a tray like a stretcher. Men in uniforms do the lifting, while other men in uniforms stand about chatting. As the body is carried from its shallow grave David moves closer. A detective holds the yellow tape to the ground with one foot to allow the body to pass.


What happens now? asks David. Where are you taking it?


The detective speaks without looking at him. Away.


The body moves towards a police van, David following.


Away where?


The detective looks round. To the police labs in Sydney, but I’m sorry, that’s all I can tell you. This is police business now.


David looks the detective in the eye, taking his measure.


Listen mate, he says, trying to sound confident but non-confronting, I’m an archaeologist, this body was found on my dig, what might be irrelevant to you might be important evidence to me. That means that if this body’s going to be examined I need to be there.


As he speaks another detective approaches. The two of them exchange glances.


What’s going on?


This bloke here’s the archaeologist who found the body. He reckons he should be there for the examination.


We’re not likely to find much, whoever he is he’s been there a long time.


David opens his hands in a gesture of impatience. Doesn’t that mean it’s my territory then?


Yeah, the second detective replies, I suppose you’re right. He looks to his colleague. I can’t see any harm in it, can you?


The first detective shrugs, knowing his authority is gone.


Sure, he says, walking away.

















II. Claire 







Very deep is the well of the past. Should we not call it bottomless?


THOMAS MANN, Tales of Jacob


 








 














 TWENTY-FOUR hours later, David sits in the hot air of the police station, flicking idly through an old magazine. Intermittently he catches the eye of the woman at the front desk, who smiles, and he smiles back absently before returning to his magazine. The policeman next to her stares steadfastly at the battered paperback he is reading, turning the pages with agonising slowness. Although it is early the air outside is already hot, and in here it is hotter. When he arrived the woman at the front desk apologised for the heat, saying the air-conditioning was out of order, a state of affairs David suspected from the note of annoyance in her voice was not uncommon.


The waiting room is empty, and several times men in uniform appear at the glass doors to the rest of the building. Each time David looks up expectantly, but each time they walk past him, the doors to the street silently sliding open as they step out into the glare of the city streets. After a while he stands, walks to a long photo framed on the wall to his left, disinterestedly studying the ranks of officers who stare out of it at him. His eyes ache from lack of sleep, and he finds himself dreading the drive back south that awaits him later today or this evening.


Suddenly from behind him he hears a voice, the soft lilt in the accent familiar, and he turns, surprised.


David, the voice says, I thought it must be you.


Claire?


Who else? So, you’ve been digging up bodies.


Yeah, I … um … He shakes his head, trying to regain his poise. Finally he laughs, admitting defeat. I didn’t expect to see you. Not here.


Obviously, she says, the gentle irony of her tone so familiar.


Not sure what to say next David hesitates, each of them watching the other, then both of them are speaking at once.


I––


How are––


You first.


No you.


Both of them laugh again. OK, says David, I’ll go first. How have you been?


Well. And you?


Good. I thought you’d gone overseas, with … um––


Paul. As she speaks her eyes move away, avoiding David’s gaze.


Paul. David sees the shift in her manner as he repeats the name, but almost as quickly it is gone again.


I came back, she says, her eyes meeting his once more.


And Paul?


She shrugs. Some things just aren’t meant to be. Again there is a moment’s hesitation, a sliver-thin crack in her skin, the way she pauses before she speaks, that makes David wonder whether her indifference is real or feigned. Then turning back the way she came she opens the door for him, leading him down the long corridors with their linoleum floors and governmental smell.


Following Claire down the stairs to the basement labs, David feels the ground shifting beneath him, her connection to a part of him he’d tried to bury drawing the past up from below, leaching into the present. She walks quickly, and he has to hurry to keep up.


But what are you doing here?


Autopsies mainly. Aren’t many people with my qualifications, so they take me on a part-time basis. Rest of the time I spend doing private work.


David remembers Claire’s academic prowess; lawyer and doctor, knowledge coming to her easily, seemingly without effort.


Nice.


Not usually. Anyway, I hear you found this one on a dig.


Mm-hmm. But it’s a different vintage from what we’re looking for.


Opening a door she turns to look at him, her eyes meeting his. Still looking for your ship? she asks, her voice lower.


David nods, and for several seconds neither of them speaks, Claire holding his gaze for a half a second longer than is comfortable. He feels the challenge in the inquiry, but he does not look away. So much unspoken between them.


You’re never going to let it go, are you.


David knows the words are a statement rather than a question, and does not reply, and she releases the door and heads on, as if she had not expected it to be answered herself.


Are you all right? he asks, and she turns back to him and laughs, quite suddenly.


Of course, she says, and looks away again. You don’t need to worry about me; you should know that.


For a moment there is silence, then Claire continues.


I suppose finding bodies is pretty much par for the course for you.


David smiles wryly, their former ease reasserting itself. Not ones the police are interested in … although surely this one’s on the cusp anyway.


Turning to one side Claire opens a door, letting him pass through it before her. We’re not going to get into some kind of demarcation dispute here are we?


He looks at her, sees from her expression she is joking and laughs.


I hope not.


It’s funny though.


What?


The way that in the end we’re in the same line of work.


David looks at her curiously.


What do you mean?


Trying to coax secrets from the dead.


Before he can reply he realises they are there. In front of them the body is arranged on a metal slab, still enshrouded in its blanket. It lies in the centre of the room, the small space turning on this axis of silence. This room, with its clean white walls and cold metal, is a place given over to death, a cold church for services in which the fluid life of the body is reduced to a series of knife strokes. David shudders, arrested in his movement by the presence of the body. Behind them the heavy door swings shut, enclosing them. The air within smells of antiseptic, formaldehyde. Overhead the fluorescent lights whine.


David looks at Claire, who stands to one side, pulling on rubber gloves, still curious about her last remark. A young woman in a police uniform enters with a camera. Claire smiles at her and introduces her to David. As she shakes his hand he studies her face, wondering how this woman, little more than a girl, must feel, spending her time capturing images of the dead, recording these stark particulars of death. Claire hands him another pair of gloves. Take these, she says. From the younger woman’s expression it is impossible to know.


As David pulls on his gloves Claire crosses to the body, flicking on a tape recorder and stepping into the bright circle of light that falls upon the slab. David watches her, listening to her cool, calm voice cataloguing her movements. Her voice is low, slightly accented, the Hindi of her parents colouring her words, an echo of ankle bells and sandalwood. She remarks upon his presence, smiling at him as she does. Then, taking a pair of forceps she peels back the blanket, remarking upon the brown stains that cover it, its army identification and serial number, gently revealing what is beneath.


Freed from its cocoon the body lies twisted, arms at its side, legs straight, but the line of the neck, back, shoulders, hips, legs unnatural. The memory rising unbidden, David finds himself reminded of the twisted shapes of dried eel tethered to a shining metal hook in a market somewhere. Looking closer he sees the head twisted too far sideways, wisps of hair still clinging to the scalp. Fragments of sallowed skin stretch across the bony outlines of the face, yellowing bone protruding at the cheeks, eyebrows, jaw. He feels it filling his mind, while Claire moves around the body, her voice low, methodical, speaking for the benefit of the tape recorder, not David, the photographer circling quickly, efficiently behind her, the camera clicking and whirring. The neck is impossibly thin, windpipe and oesophagus writhing beneath the surface like grotesquely corded veins, disappearing into the yellowed collar of a shirt. A dirty brown stain covers the shirt and jacket almost to the neck, spreading down into the crotch of the pants. David, although no stranger to death, feels a stillness pass through him, but then Claire turns towards him, interrupting his thoughts.


Any preliminary opinions? she asks, stopping the tape with one finger.


What? he starts, then shakes his head, deferring to Claire. It’s your examination. He takes a step back. To his surprise, the thought that this man has been lying beneath his feet, unseen, for years has unsettled him.


This one’s so old I think it’s more up your alley than mine, Claire remarks, bent over the body. David looks at her, trying to determine whether this is a challenge of some sort, but her expression is unreadable. When she says nothing more he shrugs, stepping forward and around so he is facing the body. A paper-thin lid still covers the sunken socket of the left eye; the right stares blindly.


Male, he says, judging from the clothes and the suit, but we’ll need to get the clothes off to be sure, Caucasian, blond or light brown hair, five foot ten to six foot tall. Hard to know how old, we’d need to look at the teeth and the skull plates to know that.


She nods. I’ll go with that. Delicately she lifts the jacket open with a pair of forceps, exposing the stained and perishing material of the shirt and tie. Sand trickles onto the slab, the grains bouncing and scattering. Looks like he was shot, so that’s probably our cause of death. Want to take a punt on how long he’s been there?


David fingers the blanket meditatively. He’s in pretty good nick, but the site we found him in is very dry. The sand could have mummified the remains. The suit’s twentieth century, but I couldn’t say more than that.


The army blanket?


That’s odd, isn’t it. It makes me suspect it was during the war, which would mean he’s been there about fifty years, but I honestly couldn’t say.


Shall we undress him?


David nods, and Claire reaches for a pair of scissors. With some difficulty she begins cutting the cloth away from the body, the skin tearing away with it in ragged strips.


Within minutes the body lies naked, the clothes laid out neatly for further examination on long silver trays. Beneath the dried skin patches of broken bone mark out four bullet wounds. One high, just beneath the throat and to the left, a second just to the right of the left nipple, the third in line with the first, but lower, beneath the sternum. A crescent moon of death. The right wrist shattered by the fourth, the tiny bones broken almost to powder, the bones of the hand only attached to the arm by skin and shrivelled tendon. As David watches, Claire probes the wounds with a metal instrument.


Almost definitely gunshot was the cause of death, she says, turning the instrument in the middle hole. This one would have penetrated the heart. Death would have been almost instantaneous.


The photographer’s camera snaps it up. Standing back to take in the totality of the form in front of her, she surveys the body.


No distinguishing marks or features, no visible scars or tattoos, she says for the benefit of the tape recorder. Then she looks up at David.


I don’t know there’s much more we can learn from the body itself. Shall we examine the clothes?


David nods.


The trousers reveal nothing. In the left pocket of the jacket, however, there is a piece of yellowed paper, folded, which Claire removes carefully, laying it down on a metal tray. David stands beside her, his heart beating fast. She looks at him and he nods, and slowly they unfold it, the paper threatening to crack and part as they do so. It is a letter, smudged ink crawling across its face, blood staining it, watery ghosts of words reflected onto opposing surfaces. For a long moment the two of them stare at it, straining to make sense out of the jumble of ink and blood.




   





The letter is unreadable, the shapes formed by the ink having faded or smeared beyond recognition. No address, no signature at the bottom. The paper dry and brittle like ancient skin. Yet once these smears and blurs were symbols, charged with the task of passing meaning from their author to another; another who found this meaning plain, or ambiguous, its content wonderful or tragic or banal. But now that meaning is lost, together with the identity of the author and its recipient, what they meant to each other, how they met, their loves and dreams. Perhaps this man whose body lies dried and twisted on a metal slab beneath the city, exhumed from his sandy grave, wrote these words for another, but their progress was deflected by the violence of his death. Perhaps they are the words of another, written to him; perhaps they are the reason for his death. Yet all that remains is a piece of paper, words blurred beyond meaning, a body.




   





Afterwards they walk through the long corridors, Claire just in front of David, leading him. Their speech is quiet, low, and as they walk, David watches her movements, trying to remember how it was when they were together.


Claire and David met the year after Tania died, brought together by friends. A summer dinner party, the not-so-subtle manoeuvrings of their hosts. After the dinner the two of them had walked home through the warm streets together, half drunk, talking, and David had found himself relaxing into their tentative liaison, Claire’s undemanding presence giving him room to unfold the battered vessel of his heart. In the dark outside her flat she had taken his hand, and David had felt her lips on his cheek, and his body had trembled so violently he thought she must feel it, must know. So much tangle and bruise inside of him. But she had said nothing, just smiled and squeezed his hand, his skin remembering the cool pressure of her lips, fingers, as he navigated the orange-lit streets to his home.


After that night, their orbits brought them together, their bodies and hearts falling into each other, each seeming to fill a need in the other. David’s need consumed him, defined him, his heart brittle, cracked already and threatening to fall asunder at any moment. Her presence, her cool and undemanding intimacy, the fact of her body, all of them allowed him space to explore his grief, to move outside himself. Slowly he began to find his way home to himself, to understand the gulf that gaped at the centre of his being, as if he were a traveller returning to his birthplace, only to find the remembered home empty and abandoned. Sometimes in the night she would hold his face to her thin body while he wept, and slowly, gently, he began to heal. Then, slowly, without warning, she had moved on, leaving him without explanation or recrimination, the formula which plotted her course moving her on, away, and David had watched her go, also without recrimination, and slowly each had become separate again, the nights and days they had spent together fading, slipping out of reach, until it was as if they had never been more than friends.


But Claire herself was a cipher to David, then and still, now. For all that she gave him, he had never understood what it was that he had given her, for she had always kept something closed from him, a space within herself that he could never penetrate or chart, her presence mysterious, an undiscovered country, but still it had drawn and held him with a silent motion, tidal, as if within her there was a gravity, a depth, a moon that pulled at the deep water of his cells then passed away, out of sight, as silently as she had come. Months after at a party, her cheeks flushed with drink, she had told him she was in love, and as he looked at the way she held herself, the carelessness of her movements, he had known she was telling the truth. But as she pressed her lips to his cheek he had also seen that something had changed within her, that she had surrendered that space he had sensed within her, and he had drawn her close, held her one last time, suddenly afraid for her.




   





Later the two of them sit in Claire’s office, the faded piece of paper imprisoned in the transparent amber of an evidence bag on the desk between them. David gazes out the window over the park outside, the motion of people along the paths, the clusters in the pools of shade. The glare of the sun penetrating even through the tinted glass.


Are you heading back down tonight?


David turns, jolted out of his reverie. Hmm? Oh yes, probably.


It’s a long drive.


He shrugs. There’s a lot of work to do and not much time. Funds for digs are hard enough to come by as it is, funds to search for mythical shipwrecks are even harder.


Any luck this time?


There’s an anomaly on the magnetometer readings we took, but it’s probably too small.


Could the anomaly have been the body?


No, the anomaly’s larger than that, there’s something else down there, something bigger.


But not big enough?


David shakes his head. No, probably not.


For a while they are both silent. Finally Claire speaks.


David?


Hmm?


Were you angry with me?


No. Maybe at the time.


But not now?


He shakes his head. Not for a long time. Why?


Instead of answering his question she looks away, her eyes hidden, distant.


I’m sorry about Paul. I liked him.


So did I, she says, her few words bearing a heavy burden.


After this there is a silence, broken eventually by David, who clears his throat, the rough sound shattering the tension of their closeness.


I should go.


Claire turns back to him. It was good to see you.


You too, she says, then leans forward, her guard dropping for just long enough for David to see she does not want him to leave, not yet.


The ship, you’re still sure it’s there, under the sand?


David nods. Why?


As quickly as it was there, Claire’s openness is gone, she is cool, hidden once more. I don’t really know. I was thinking about that man we just examined. She pauses for a moment then continues. I mean I don’t suppose we’ll ever know who he was, or even what happened to him. Except that he was shot. I don’t tend to think too much about the past … not if I can help it … but it’s a mysterious place, isn’t it? We know so little, and it’s only when we come to try and understand why something might have happened that we realise how poor and cheap our tools of understanding are. Forensics; memories; the law; but in the end they’re all just matches we’re striking in the darkness. But your ship, if you can find it then it’s something concrete isn’t it, something to hold onto.


She finishes, her words faltering, and David realises this is as close to a confession as he has ever heard from her.


I sometimes think that when … if … I find it, then I’ll understand, but I wonder whether I’m fooling myself, whether all I’ll have is more pieces in a puzzle which I can never complete. So maybe you’re right, maybe we’ll never know why he died or even who he was. But if you knew, do you think it would make a difference, would you understand even then?


Claire smiles. David can see that this line of reasoning is already becoming part of her armour.


Perhaps. You’re the historian, what do you think?


He waits several seconds before replying, looking for the words.


Who knows. Knowledge and understanding are very different things. Different countries, different tongues.
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