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			Jim Cockin enjoyed writing stories when he was growing up in the Midlands. When he became a journalist he got to write them every day. He worked on television news programmes for ITV and the BBC and then became a reporter at Sky Sports. There he covered everything from Premier League football and England’s Lionesses to cricket, boxing and darts. He has also produced TV documentaries about theatre and ballet and worked in the communications industry. 

			He has never seen a ghost, but would like to.
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			‘What’s past is prologue…’ 

			The Tempest
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			prologue

			East coast of England, 1897
Serpent’s Tongue rocks

			People had drowned. He could tell as much from the weary beat of the lifeboat’s oars as the little craft emerged from the mist and spray. The lighthouse keeper set down the basket of logs by the door of his cottage and squinted out to sea, cursing his failing eyes. The bark of a dog carried on the winter wind and moments later a collie came bounding over the headland towards him, a stick clamped between its jaws.

			‘No time to play now, Jed,’ the lighthouse keeper said.

			 Sensing the mood, the dog fell into step behind his master, following him over the scrubland towards the water’s edge and the lighthouse tower. 

			For many years the lighthouse had stood guard over the notorious Serpent’s Tongue rocks which curled like a snake out into the cold waters of the North Sea. They were unique on this stretch of coastline, which was better known for its shifting shingle and retreating cliffs. Their geology shaped the currents here in treacherous and unpredictable ways, scouring out deep underwater trenches and piling up deadly sandbanks just offshore. The keeper hurried on towards the tower, the wind pulling at his shaggy beard and oilskin jacket.

			Inside, the roar of the gale died instantly as he slammed the heavy door behind them. The dog scampered ahead up the spiral staircase, his bark echoing off the walls, and on towards the lamp room, paws ticking over each stone step as he passed. There was a time when the lighthouse keeper would have raced his dog, but now his bones were heavy with the years. 

			The staircase opened into a circular room where a great oil lamp stood raised on a platform. When day darkened to dusk, he could always be found here, lighting the lamp and tending the flame, each night adding another thin layer to the coat of smoke and soot that streaked the walls. Anxiously he picked up his telescope and turned it out to sea. Sharpening the focus, he could pick out the faces of the returning lifeboat crew at their oars. Yes, he was there – his own son was safe! But the keeper could tell from the grim set of the lad’s face that terrible things must have happened that day. He put down the telescope and murmured a prayer of thanks.

			The alarm had been raised earlier that morning: a steamship in trouble just offshore on the Serpent’s Teeth sandbank, with a furious gale raging. The bells had clanged urgently across the town and his son George had answered the call like so many others in Dunstrand: the farm hands had looked up from the fields and laid down their shovels; the baker’s boy had abandoned his sacks of flour in the yard; the fishermen on the quay had thrown down their nets and all of them had gone running down to the shore and the lifeboat. Their courage always humbled him. 
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			‘We did all that we could,’ George said, later that evening.

			 They sat at the kitchen table, a fire snapping in the grate. The lighthouse keeper listened attentively, his eyes fixed on the flames and the dog nuzzling at his feet.

			‘She was a small passenger steamship, on the run over from Holland or Belgium, I think,’ his son continued. ‘She was called Miranda. Looked as if she’d had a fire on board. By the time we reached her, she’d already been driven up onto the sandbanks by the storm. She had no power and the current had squared her up to the waves. She was starting to break up. We could see people on the deck, trying to climb higher to escape the water. Some were in the rigging, but their hands must have been so frozen, they couldn’t hold on. I saw two people fall. One was a child.’

			The lighthouse keeper reached across the table and laid his hand over his son’s for a moment. It still felt chill. 

			‘We tried to get closer to secure a line, but the wind was whipping up the waves,’ the young man continued. ‘More passengers kept coming up from below. I remember one woman. She just stood there, terrified, holding this bundle of blankets in her arms. Then I saw the bundle kick and I realised it was her baby, all wrapped up. And the waves kept pounding the ship, washing over the deck, and we all knew we didn’t have much time until the Miranda was broken up or was driven clean off the sandbank and capsized into the deeper water beyond.’

			He paused, transfixed by the memory. The dog turned in a restless circle and found a new position closer to the fire.

			‘And then something strange happened. We were turning our boat around to try again to get in close, when a man appeared on deck. Where he had been all this time, I don’t know; but now he seemed to take charge. He stood out from the rest of them: tall and slim, dressed in a black coat with long dark hair blowing about his shoulders. The way he moved set him apart. Like he was calm; not frightened of anything. He helped the young woman and her baby along the deck towards the last remaining lifeboat and cut it free. Then he went back for more passengers, guiding them along the deck and taking command. And all the time the waves were pounding the ship and there was this fearful sound of buckling metal and the sea was thick with oil and grease. I saw bodies in the water too; they were beyond help.’

			The candle on the table guttered. The lighthouse keeper kept his eyes on the fire as his son continued his story.

			‘We made one last effort to get close to them, but another wave lifted us up and for a moment I swear I thought we would all be be drowned. But our boat righted itself and the wave broke over the deck of the Miranda. She had water streaming from every surface and I remember hearing a scream on the wind. Somehow they had managed to get their lifeboat away and I saw it riding the waves on our starboard side. Poor souls. They looked half dead already, soaked and frozen. We changed course to help them but as we turned, something made me look back at the Miranda. 

			‘I could see the tall man dragging a travelling case up from the hold. It was bound with heavy leather straps. Another wave struck the ship and I swear I saw her shudder, as if she were on the brink of rolling over. But here was the curious thing. There was nothing about that man’s movements that showed any hint of fear. He was fixed only on hauling his case steadily up to the bow of the ship. Then there came another terrible boom of breaking metal that would have scared the devil himself, and through the spray I saw the man pause, silhouetted against the raging sea. Then he lifted his case high above his head and with enormous strength, hurled it as far as he could out into the deeper water. For a moment it bobbed on the surface, before another huge wave hit the ship and rolled it off the sandbank, capsizing it into the sea. I watched for that man but he never reappeared. And a few moments later there was no sign of him, the ship – or anyone else.’ 

			George sat silent for a moment, his story spent; and when the lighthouse keeper looked up from the glowing coals, he saw his son’s face was streaked with tears.
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			chapter one

			Charlie scowled at his mother through the train window, his forehead pressed against the cold glass. She waved back at him from the platform in an exaggerated display of enthusiasm which he refused to acknowledge, instead staring sullenly beyond her as the carriage pulled out of Liverpool Street station. He yanked his headphones from his jacket pocket and set down his phone on the plastic table. How could she actually have done this? He could probably report her to the authorities: it was borderline child cruelty.

			The train creaked like the bones of an old man as it began to move, and the platform gave way to the grimy backs of graffiti-covered buildings. Dirty plants sprouted from holes in the brickwork and streaks of rain started to roll down the window. Swallowed by a sudden tunnel, the glass darkened and Charlie caught a glimpse of his own reflection: spiky blond hair that made him look as if he had just suffered a mild electric shock, soft blue eyes, pale skin and a snub nose rimmed red with the remains of an end-of-term cold. He looked in need of a good rest, but thanks to his mother there was now no chance of that. A message buzzed on his phone from Sanjay, suggesting a pizza at lunchtime. Charlie tapped out his reply and his friend’s response was a gratifying mix of outrage and sympathy.

			The train gathered speed, pushing between flats and offices. Every balcony and window seemed to be decorated with sagging strings of tinsel and coloured lights. A neon-lit shopping centre glowed in the gloom and the streets alongside the railway were jammed with cars, their windscreen wipers beating back and forth. It was the sort of day that couldn’t be bothered to get light and Charlie stared blankly as it all rolled by: the Christmas holidays weren’t supposed to be like this. 

			The previous day he had come home from school so excited that he had done a knee-slide along the hallway like a footballer celebrating an injury-time winner. The longest term was over. No more hauling himself out of bed at seven every morning, no more percentages or poetry; no more homework, lunch queues, tests, checks, rules or Joe Dixon and his bullying gang – just pleasing himself. But all that joy had evaporated. And it was his mother’s fault.

			The tannoy crackled into life, listing items for sale in the buffet car. Charlie’s fingers closed around the twenty-pound note that she had thrust into his pocket on the concourse. Guilt money. Still, perhaps some food would be welcome under the circumstances.

			The smell of hot bacon and instant coffee hit him as he swayed into the next carriage. Behind a steel counter was a short man with a tuft of ginger hair that made him look a like a carrot. A badge on his waistcoat said ‘ERIC – HAPPY TO HELP’ but, judging by his weary expression, Charlie thought that was probably unlikely.

			‘What can I get you?’ Eric sounded as if he too was recovering from a heavy cold.

			Charlie looked up at the menu on the wall, determined to spend too much of his mother’s money in a tiny act of revenge.

			‘A bacon and sausage roll, please. And a chocolate bar. And a cup of tea. Have you got any crisps?’

			Eric shuffled slowly around his kitchenette, dropping the items one by one into a paper bag and opening the microwave.

			‘That’s a big breakfast you’re having this morning.’

			‘It’s probably my lunch as well,’ said Charlie. ‘I’ve got a long journey.’

			‘Where you going?’ 

			‘Place called Dunstrand. Up on the east coast. Miles away.’

			Eric directed a jet of hot water from the machine into a plastic cup. ‘In that case, you’ll need to change trains at Ipswich for Brampton. Then it’s either a taxi or a very long walk. Milk and sugar’s over there.’ 

			You need to change trains. Charlie’s mother had told him the same thing about a million times in the past twenty-four hours. That and the thing about ‘fresh air’ being good for you. Not as good for you as hanging out with your mates at home to recover from a busy school term, but Dr Mills was not interested in her son’s protests. She had used the special voice she usually reserved for dealing with her difficult patients in the hospital A&E: ‘You are not spending a week unsupervised loafing around shopping centres and playing video games. You are only just fourteen, for heaven’s sake! I can’t leave you on your own! It’s not my fault the night shift is short-staffed this week. That’s how life goes sometimes. Plans change. Sometimes we all have to… What’s that charming phrase of yours? Suck it up.’

			The bacon roll oozed hot fat as Charlie sank his teeth into it. Flat brown fields unfurled beyond the train window; a solitary tractor surrounded by birds flashed by. 

			His dad had been no help either, Charlie reflected bitterly. It had been a snatched conversation, his father pausing on some shimmering construction site in a faraway desert to take the video call and offer only sympathy to his son and support for his wife. Removing his sunglasses to wipe away a trickle of sweat that had leaked out from under his hard hat, Mr Mills had simply repeated the mantra that he so often used when he was working away: ‘Your mother’s in charge: what she says, goes.’ He would be back in a week, he had said, and was happy to come and collect Charlie on Christmas Eve, which was not really any help at all. Then the picture froze and the call dropped, leaving Charlie protesting vainly at an empty screen.

			The train stopped briefly and a handful of passengers bustled aboard. A stout lady in a headscarf, pulling a yapping dog on a lead, made her way towards him and Charlie shifted uneasily in his seat. Ever since a black Labrador had bounded up to him in the park when he was five and knocked him flat on his back, he had been deeply suspicious of all animals, and dogs in particular. His anxiety was made all the worse by the inevitable insistence of the owner that the dog was ‘just being friendly’, even as it jumped up and licked your hand with filthy hot saliva. Charlie had cried for half an hour that day and had to be carried home by his mum.

			The lady moved towards him. ‘This seat free?’ The dog started to bark and snuffle round the aisle.

			‘It is,’ said Charlie, getting up. 

			He gathered the remains of his meal, hauled down his suitcase from the rack and moved to the far end of the train. It was hard work dragging it along the aisle because his arm was still bruised from that nasty incident in the school playground, but he was trying to put all that out of his mind for now. He found a quiet seat by the window and settled in.

			In half an hour it would be time to change. He yawned and a thought struck him: what would happen if he didn’t? Perhaps he could ignore the connection he was supposed to make and simply go back to London? That would give his mother a shock. Serve her right. Just turn round and come straight back. But wouldn’t he need to buy a new ticket? He wasn’t sure he had enough money. Reluctantly, he concluded the idea was too fraught with problems to be carried through. 

			The change of trains was simple enough and eventually he found himself in a deserted carriage rocking gently along a branch line through the winter fields. In half an hour he would reach the station at Brampton where, according to Mum, his Uncle Patrick would be waiting for him.

			He had been trying to remember his uncle, but the picture was hazy. He could vaguely recall a picnic on a beach somewhere and a chocolate cake with sprinkles on the icing. Someone’s birthday, maybe? He couldn’t think whose. He remembered his dad in a deckchair and Uncle Patrick kneeling in the sand nearby working intently with a little yellow spade to create an octopus sculpture with strings of seaweed for tentacles. Actually, perhaps Charlie wasn’t remembering it at all. Maybe he was thinking of that photograph in the album beside Mum’s bed. There was definitely a shot of his uncle on a beach, giving a peace sign to the camera and grinning from under a thick beard and long hair. Whenever it was, it must have been taken before Patrick went away to live in India with his wife. Now she was dead and Patrick and his daughter were back in England. What was Charlie supposed to say to them about it all? His mother had been no use, vaguely talking about remembering to ‘show some empathy’ and sounding like that counsellor who visited the school each term offering to talk to the class about ‘issues’. Charlie could think of nothing worse. Maybe the whole subject would just not come up. All best avoided if possible.

			The train shuddered to a stop. Surely this couldn’t be right? It didn’t look like any station he had seen before. The platform was narrow and empty. In Charlie’s experience, stations were noisy places full of busy people going places. All this one had was a postbox.

			Reluctantly, he dragged his case through the doors. The air smelt fresh and damp. There was just one bar of signal on his phone and a faint panic began to creep across his chest as the train pulled away.

			Where was everyone?

			A distant car horn sounded and a dirty Land Rover appeared at the end of the road, its tattered canvas roof flapping like an injured bird trying to take off. It clattered to a halt and a man leaned out of the window, grinning. His beard was neatly trimmed and heavily flecked with grey. His hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail and his face was deeply lined around the eyes, as if it had cracked under the glare of a hot sun. Despite the passage of the years, Charlie recognised him straightaway as the man in the photograph.

			‘Welcome to the edge of the map, Charlie. Here be dragons after this. Hop in. How was your journey?’

			Charlie slammed the door feeling vaguely confused. ‘Long. Thanks for picking me up, Uncle Patrick.’ He held out his hand.

			His uncle looked at it, amused for a moment, then shook it firmly. His skin was coarse and his grip was firm.

			‘My sister is bringing up a little gentleman.’

			Charlie wasn’t sure what he was supposed to say to that, but his uncle was already grinding the gears and the Land Rover lurched off down the road.

			‘I like your car.’

			‘I’m borrowing it from the Coopers up at the farm while I get myself properly settled. Don’t worry about the seat belt. There isn’t one.’

			As they picked up speed, Uncle Patrick took his hands off the wheel to rummage in the pockets and fished out a packet of tobacco, oblivious to Charlie’s alarm.

			‘Southwold, Walberswick and Aldeburgh are all back that way. You’ve probably heard of some of them,’ he said. ‘But we’re going to be heading the other way up the coast. Dunstrand is a bit more off the beaten track. You’ll see the sea in a little while and then it’s only a mile or so to the house.’ He nudged the steering wheel with his thighs and rolled a cigarette with his hands. ‘Won’t take us long.’

			‘Do you live in Dunstrand?’

			‘Our house is up at the other end of the beach from the town. Not far, but out on our own a bit. Rush hour for us is when the cows come in for milking.’

			Charlie gripped the door handle tighter. The emptiness of it all was starting to make him feel uneasy. A clump of silver birch trees flashed by. Stripped of their leaves, they looked like the bones of a hand pointing at the sky.

			‘It suits us being so remote,’ said Uncle Patrick, taking hold of the wheel once more. ‘Years ago I spent a week walking on the east coast. Just me, a backpack, a guidebook and a leaky tent. I think it imprinted itself on my mind somehow, so when we came back from India this was the first place I thought about. And after all that time we had spent living out there, I could never have survived in a little box flat in a city somewhere. I’d have gone mad. I needed space.’

			‘So how are you finding being back in England?’

			‘It’s not been…straightforward. But it’s been good to be tucked away out here. Nobody really ever passes through and I prefer to keep my head down without being bothered by anyone.’

			‘But what do you do out here all day?’

			A smile curled around his uncle’s lips. ‘I’m still an artist. Or trying to be.’

			He blew a stream of smoke out of the window and then offered the cigarette to Charlie, who shook his head. He had a sudden sensation that the week ahead might be more interesting than he had first imagined.

			‘Dunstrand is an ancient place,’ continued his uncle. ‘Some families here can trace their roots back to the Domesday Book. And I think you’ll like where we’re living. It’s practically falling down, which is how we can afford the rent, but there’s loads of space for my studio. I’m trying to make a go of the business side of things now we’re back in England.’

			Tall reeds swayed beside the road and, as they rounded the bend, Charlie suddenly saw the wide sweep of the sea and a huddle of flint-fronted houses scattered along the shore.

			‘That’s Dunstrand,’ said his uncle. ‘See that lighthouse at the end of the headland? That overlooks the Serpent’s Tongue rocks – you can see them sticking out into the sea. Freak of geology. The only hard rock for miles around and it creates some vicious tides and currents. You might want to give the swimming a miss this week. And on a clear day you can see the sandbanks offshore – they’re called the Serpent’s Teeth.’

			Charlie thought his uncle must have spent a lot of time with that guidebook in his leaky tent. 

			‘You can get down to to the beach easily enough from our place. Then it’s a nice walk if the tide’s out.’ He hesitated. ‘Maybe you and Ariel would like to try it sometime this week.’

			He was silent for a moment and Charlie thought he saw a shadow of concern pass over his uncle’s face.

			‘Can you remember your cousin?’ Uncle Patrick asked.

			‘No, not really. Mum says we were only babies when we met.’

			Uncle Patrick stared straight ahead. ‘Well, Ariel’s at school today. Last day of term. Won’t be back until later. You may find her a bit…distant. Remember, it’s been a big change for her, coming back after all those years abroad. And it’s taken a long time for her to adjust to everything that happened…losing her mother.’

			Charlie squirmed in his seat, pretending suddenly to be absorbed in the passing scenery. His uncle stared ahead, rubbing his beard. 

			‘Sometimes this universe makes no sense at all, Charlie. No sense at all.’

			They were passing the edge of town now. Narrow streets of crooked cottages ran down to a stone harbour and Charlie caught a glimpse of a market square with a tall Christmas tree in the centre. A pub, a church hall and a tiny supermarket slid by, then the road rose above wide dunes and a long beach where ribbons of sand, twisting in the wind, raced each other along the water’s edge. The salt smell was strong here as if the air was coming from far away, clean and unused.

			‘Nearly there.’

			They passed between thin hedges and low trees bent by the constant sea breeze, then swung up a tiny pot-holed lane and turned sharply left between two red brick gateposts and into a wide gravelled drive.

			‘Welcome to Darkwater House!’

			They sat in silence, the engine ticking.

			In front of them was the most decrepit and overgrown old house that Charlie had ever seen. It took him a few moments even to distinguish the outline of the roof and walls, so thick were the ivy and creeper surging up one side. It looked as if the garden was trying to eat the house. The upper windows, set high in the walls, reflected back the grey of the sky. Several slates were missing from the roof. Great green patches of moss and lichen had spread unevenly across the façade, making it look as if someone had flung an army camouflage net over the entire house in an effort to hide it from view. A long, low extension jutted out to one side and, from an incongruously modern steel chimney, a trail of sweet-smelling wood smoke danced in the wind. A ragged holly hedge, studded with bright red berries, encircled the ground floor, breaking only to reveal a lopsided portico and a faded blue front door.

			Charlie could feel his uncle drinking in his discomfort. A mischievous smile spread over Patrick’s face. ‘It’s even worse inside.’

		

	
		
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				
			

			chapter two

			Charlie chewed slowly on a cheese sandwich, the springs of the mattress underneath him protesting at every bite. Cheese, no meat: Mum had neglected to tell him they were vegetarian at Darkwater House. He was glad of the chocolate bar from the train.

			He looked round his tiny bedroom, scarcely able to take in his new surroundings. Not that there was much to see: a plain desk, a chair and a wardrobe with a tarnished, full-length mirror attached. Wedges of yellowing newspaper protruded from beneath the feet of the wardrobe in a forlorn effort to combat the alarming slope of the floor.

			His mind ran back over the hour since he had crossed the threshold and into that echoing hall. ‘I thought we’d put you right up on the top deck,’ his uncle had said, leading the way. ‘You can even see the sea – when it’s not raining.’

			The tour of the house had been a blur of dim passageways and dusty, shut-up rooms. In a downstairs study, an old ginger cat had made Charlie jump when it suddenly appeared on the top of a bookcase, eyeing him with suspicion.

			‘Don’t mind Ferdinand,’ Uncle Patrick had said. ‘He was living here way before any of us.’

			They had then peered into a series of musty rooms, all faded curtains, thin carpet and thick dust. It put Charlie in mind of the school history trip at the start of term when they had visited a house used by the government for secret operations in the Second World War. Like Darkwater, it had been simple, sparse and virtually untouched since the 1930s.

			He swallowed the last mouthful of his sandwich and leaned back against the headboard. The deep silence of the house wrapped itself around him and he felt it tightening like a belt. He thought of his own bedroom back in London, alive with the swish of traffic outside and the faint clattering of trains towards town; a place in perpetual motion, humming to itself, comforting him with the familiar beat of its pulse. But out here? A week at the edge of the map with people he barely knew? A tear slid down his cheek.

			He had to get outside.

			Unzipping his case, Charlie chucked his clothes onto the bed and found a jacket, a pair of gloves and his blue beanie. He hurried downstairs, desperate to get away from the oppressive gloom of his own room. But as he passed one of the closed doors on the landing, he stopped.

			From inside he heard the faint sound of laughter. He paused and listened. It was a child’s voice. It rippled once more, and then, as if a joke were being shared, it was joined by another laugh: two voices together, a boy and a girl, no more than four or five years old.

			Charlie frowned. Perhaps someone else was here in Darkwater House with his uncle and cousin? The place was certainly big enough for lodgers. Or maybe Ariel was back from school earlier than expected. There was a simple way to find out.

			He tapped on the door.

			No reply.

			Charlie knocked more firmly this time, but again there was no answer, so he turned the handle and stepped inside.

			The room was empty.

			All he could see was a single bed covered in a dust sheet, a fireplace and a dead bluebottle on the windowsill. It looked as if no one had been in there for years. Charlie frowned and hurried on downstairs. Had he just imagined the laughter? It was possible. It had been a long day already and he was hardly feeling himself. Anyway, everyone knew old houses made strange noises. That was probably it. It didn’t do to think too much about these things when you weren’t feeling right.

			He was going to mention it to Uncle Patrick but, as he approached the kitchen, he checked himself. It was hard enough spending the week with relatives he barely knew, let alone getting things off on the wrong foot by making them think he was some sort of weirdo who heard noises in empty rooms.

			‘All settled in?’ Uncle Patrick was filling the kettle at a vast sink. The kitchen was large and by the far the warmest room in the house, with a log-burning stove smouldering away beside a range cooker amid a confusion of pots, pans, and plates. Charlie stretched out his hands to the fire.

			 ‘Uncle Patrick, what’s the wi-fi code here?’

			‘There isn’t one. We don’t have it. There’s a café in Dunstrand where I go if I need to get online.’

			Charlie was appalled. This was not just another place but another time.

			‘We do have a landline. You’re welcome to use that.’ Uncle Patrick took a herbal tea bag from a tin beside the kettle. ‘Now, a word about tomorrow morning. We need to be down in Dunstrand by six and I’m going to need your help.’

			‘What with?’

			‘It’s the Christmas Market and I have a stall there. It’ll be an early start, but it should be a good day. I’m coming to realise it’s better to be an artist who sells things rather than one who doesn’t.’ He looked out of the window, lost in thought. ‘You could get away with that abroad, but life’s a bit more complicated here. Rent. Council tax. That sort of thing.’

			The snap of the boiled kettle brought him back to the present.

			‘The next few days are going to be busy for me, Charlie. First the Dunstrand market, then another on the other side of Norfolk later in the week. They can’t get enough of my hand-painted reindeer mugs at this time of year. Picasso really missed a trick there. Come on, I’ll show you the studio.’

			Charlie followed him out of the back door.

			‘These were all stables and barns once.’ Uncle Patrick waved at three outhouses which formed a courtyard behind the house with a little paddock just visible beyond. ‘It’s perfect for me now.’

			The latch squeaked and he led Charlie into a whitewashed room that reeked of turpentine and tobacco. A large easel stood in one corner, a half-finished landscape stretched across it, while the rest of the room was jammed from floor to ceiling with shelves full of paint pots, brushes and dirty rags. Beside the window was a table crowded with row upon row of glazed white china mugs.

			‘Thirty-six reindeer to paint on each one of those by tomorrow morning.’ Uncle Patrick took a cheerful swig of tea. ‘I’m already seeing the damn things in my sleep.’

			‘Do you do them all by hand?’

			Uncle Patrick switched on a three-bar electric heater that was mounted on the wall and grinned. ‘That’s what makes it art.’

			‘Can I help?’

			‘No, but it’s kind of you to offer. If I were you, I’d head off to the beach while it’s still light. Take a look around. Get to know the place. Go through the back gate at the end of the garden and follow the path. I hear you can sometimes get a bit of signal on the dunes towards the lighthouse if you want to let your mum know you’ve arrived.’

			With that, he hoisted a crate of mugs from the table and set them out on his workbench. Charlie left him hunched over them, cigarette drooping from his lips, brush held with surprising delicacy between his fingers and Christmas carols drifting from the radio on the windowsill.
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