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1

Storm





I was born in the sea.  

On the night Mum gave birth, the waves rolled towards the beach like giants, and my mother cried like the gulls. She cried out for the sea, long enough for my father to give in and carry her labouring body outside. There, she lay in a white gown on her back in the mud, her legs open in the surf. The waves carried me forth. Before even my father could grab hold of me, I had made my first acquaintance with the salty waters.

In my dream it is such a night once again, because everything around me is crashing and thundering. I am underwater, deeper than anyone would dare swim. Like shadows, the dark shapes of seals float past me. From far away, the sound of tolling church bells reach me. It is muffled by the vast expanse of water and I ignore it. Unfamiliar voices pass by my ear: ‘Swim down deeper…come to us… ’

‘Nim!’

I feel a sudden jolt. The voices instantly hush and the ringing grows louder. 

‘Nimue, get up!’ 

I awake with a shock. My brother Arthur is tugging at my arm. There is just enough light to see that he is fully dressed. The shutters of the window stand ajar and rattle in the wind. Again, I hear the toll of the bells. For a brief moment, I find myself disorientated, but then I remember what‘s going on: tonight is Sailors’ Mass. 

‘It’s midnight already?’ I groan.

‘Nearly. Grandma says we’ll go without you if you don’t get up soon.’

I sigh and throw the bed covers off me. I rummage around for my clothing: socks, boots, a worn-out pair of jeans and my anorak with long waterproof sleeves. I tie my tangled curls together and take a look outside. I gasp.

The tree in front of the house is lashing its branches like whips. Rain is pouring from the sky. ‘I don’t want to go out in that!’  

‘Do you want to stay here?’ asks Arthur, his hands by his side. 

For a brief moment I seriously consider it, but then I think of Grandma and her brittle bones and I shake my head, sighing. ‘I’m coming. Just let me close the shutters.’

‘Don’t burn yourself.’

‘Make sure Grandma doesn’t get burnt,’ I say. ‘Give her the plastic anorak that we got from Flat Hannah.’

‘Yeah, yeah. Grandma’s ready; it’s you we’re waiting for.’

I look out at the pitch-black night and listen to the roar of the storm. The noise mixes with that of the chiming bells. The rain brings a strange, iron-like odour with it. 

The wind blows a toxic gust of rain into the room. My hands immediately begin to sting, as if I’ve grabbed a thistle. ‘Sack of crabs!’ I curse, as I pull my sleeves over my stinging hands and bolt the shutters tight. ‘I’m ready. Have you got everything? Is your hood secure?’

My brother walks around impatiently. ‘Check and double check. Come on, Grandma is calling and so is the church.’

The house shakes under the force of a heavy gust as we make our way downstairs. Grandma stands by the door waiting for us, shrouded in a large plastic anorak that keeps out the rain. 

As we walk out the door, a shiver runs through my body. The night is dark and wild. Even my sturdy anorak is unable to prevent drops from falling onto my face. I hiss from the pain. Grandma staggers through a gale that blows her hood clean off. I grab hold of her elbow just in time and hold her upright, Arthur taking her other arm.

We follow the track which leads to the church. I look behind me, only to see our house is nothing more than a dark shadow. Above the wailing of the storm I think I can hear the wooden beams creaking. For a moment, I’m taken with fear: what if the walls don’t hold up? What if the stable collapses? Our cow Yssi lives at the rear of the house, with only a few planks of wood to protect her from the storm. 

I shake my head and turn my eyes again to the road before us. Tonight, we are preparing ourselves for the beginning of the storm season, the most dangerous time of year for a community of fishermen and sailors such as ours. It’s the beginning of September and the autumn nights are quickly drawing in. Soon, the cliffs will be lashed by driving rains and churning seas. But to this day, our house has managed to withstand every harsh storm.

Further up the hill, the lanterns of the other villagers are flickering. Grandma, Arthur and I join the procession. Nobody speaks; it seems everyone is saving their breath to fight the wind. The church is only another kilometre further on, but tonight, the march seems endless. Grandma has to pause three times to catch her breath before we reach the top of the hill.

The doors of the church stand open, inviting us in. Behind them lurks nothing but darkness. I know it will change soon, but I can’t shake a sinister feeling when we enter the gloomy building. Arthur loops his arms around Grandma and helps her to a pew in the round annexe, where she can lean against a raised stone altar. 

Jost the Netter closes the gate. As the two large double doors crash shut, a sigh of relief passes through the gathered people. The storm doesn’t seem so close now. I can still hear the rain rattling against the tall windows, and the howl of the wind over the roof, yet the walls stand steady and strong. 

I pull the dripping, wet hood from my head and immediately feel that far too familiar burning sensation, creeping into my fingers as if I’ve been squeezing a stinging nettle. I sigh and look around. The church is the only building in the village that doesn’t rely on walls of cob, having instead been raised from grey blocks of stone. As far as I know, it is the oldest building in Gwennec, older than the settlement itself. It must have weathered many a storm already. 

At school I have seen pictures of churches with tall towers, but this church doesn’t have one. It has a peaked roof, topped off with a stone cross, and a rounded chapel. The windows are small and vaulted and made of coloured glass. It is named St Gwenhael’s, after the man who gave his name to our town of Gwennec. 

In the dim light, I can just about make out the carved icons in the alcoves in the walls. I wonder who these men are. Were they kings or saints? Some bear a crown, while others hold their hands in prayer and cast their gaze upwards, as if they can see the heavens through the roof. 

The church stands forgotten atop the hill, surrounded by crumbling stone walls. Nobody has ever tried to pull it down to make way for a pasture, or uses the stones for building new houses. Except for the broken window in the roof, the building is completely unscathed. 

I know the church well, as I have been going there since I was a child on Dad’s shoulders. Every year, the whole village will climb up, light candles and sing old songs with melodies that ascend to the ceiling like birds on the wing. Before Dad’s accident, I would sing the Sailors’ Mass with full voice; now I find that the trusted words of those hymns are stuck in my throat. What forces can take pity on fishermen if the sea has free reign to do what it wants?

Without counting, I estimate there to be around eighty people present. Our village is too small to host a larger community. We don’t even have a name, but we cling like a limpet to Gwennec, the small town that lies higher up in the hills. I bump into someone and see it is my best friend Yannick. We quietly greet each other. She lives with her family in a large, sturdy house outside the village, with a slate roof and a bunker below. Compared to our mud-walled house, with only a thatched roof on the open beach, her house seems a fortress. 

Arthur drapes his jacket over Grandma’s shoulders against the cold air. I look intently at her face, wrinkled like a gnarled tree. Her eyes are swollen and bloodshot from the rain. As she sees me looking, she smiles. 

‘This is not my first storm, Nimue.’

‘I know.’ I remind myself that she is tougher than she looks. Grandma has lived her whole life on the coast, and it will have to be quite the violent storm to crush her spirits. Yet as I look at her, all I can see is how small she is and how the hump on her back pushes her narrow shoulders forward. I take off my anorak and drape it over her shoulders, over Arthur’s jacket. 

Grandma exclaims: ‘You’ll both catch your deaths!’ 

I shrug.

The raised stone altar she is leaning against is also a carved image of a man lying down, wearing a long robe. He is lying on a kind of altar and, just like the saints in the alcoves, his hands are folded in prayer on his chest. This is Saint Gwenhael himself, who lies buried beneath the monument that is carved in his image, or so they say. Along the flat edges of the altar are chunks of melted candle wax. As I run my fingers over them, they almost feel as cold and hard as the stone itself. 

‘Will Yssi be alright?’ asks Arthur, who sits down next to Grandma.

I slump down next to him, my back against the stone. The pew is hard and uncomfortable; to think I could have been back in my nice, warm bed! What idiot made it so the Sailors’ Mass takes place at night?

‘Yssi has her animal instinct, she’ll be fine,’ says Grandma.

‘The storm will blow over,’ I add.

Grandma wraps her arms around us. ‘I have the feeling that the storms out there are just getting started.’

‘Last storm season wasn’t as bad,’ I say. ‘There hasn’t been a hurricane since…’ My voice falters. Since Dad’s accident. 

‘At school they say that the storms are the aftershocks of the Impact,’ Arthur says. ‘And that they’ll stop completely after a few more years.’ 

‘Yes, after the Impact, the world seemed to have been torn open,’ says Grandma. ‘Can you smell the iron in the air?’

Arthur shakes his head, but I remember the strange smell that came in through the window, like thunder mixed with the smoke from the Oakfields.

‘That smell was our warning,’ says Grandma. ‘You are too young to remember, but we were taught to barricade the doors. Aftershocks, don’t kid me. No, these are omens.’

The wind whistles above our heads. I begin to imagine it trying to find a way inside. ‘But the church existed long before the Impact, didn’t it?’ 

Grandma says nothing, simply giving me a pinch on the shoulder. 

We fall silent as the mass begins. Katell lights the first candle. She is a little younger than Arthur, her blonde hair framing her face like dandelion petals. She clasps the tall candle between her hands and approaches us, step by step, down the aisle towards the statue of Saint Gwenhael where we are sitting. There she halts, looking upwards, as if she’s in silent communion with the motionless stone figure. Then she lights one of the candles at the foot of the statue. The flame flickers, wanes, gains some strength and keeps burning. Katell hands the candle to Arthur.

Someone starts a song, a few bright notes floating slowly upwards: ‘Saint Gwenhael, lord of the sea…’

Arthur lights the next candle and passes it to me as the hymn begins to pick up around us. As always, I stand in silence. I light a new candle and pass it to the person sitting next to me.

Slowly, the gloomy church is filled with light. I shut my eyes, the words of the hymn beginning to ring forth.

Saint Gwenhael, lord of the sea

Tonight, a barque puts out to sea

Oh Gwenhael, lord of the sea

How frail the barque, how wild the sea

Tonight, a soul sets out to sea

Oh constant star, lord of the sea

Sail out with them, we ask of thee!



It’s not the words of the hymn that are turning around and around in my head like the wind that’s swirling around the church’s roof. I think about what Grandma said and I hope she’s wrong; I hope that I haven’t smelled that same iron smell and that this will be an autumn storm like any other, reaching its peak either today or tomorrow.  

I rest my head against the cool stone of the wall and feel sleep entering me once more. Grandma might say that Yssi has instinct enough to fend for herself, but I have never considered our cow the sharpest tool in the box. Besides, where will she hide when the roof of her rickety old shed gets blown down? What about the chickens? The nets? The boat? What if the storm destroys our boat so we can’t go fishing? It has happened once before, years earlier, but that was back when Dad was still around to patch things up. 

Gwenhael, lord of the endless sea

we ask of you our lives to keep

and aid us when the seas are deep

Lord of the churning sea

Constant star, our good shepherd be

I lift my knees up to my chest. By Gwenhael, it’s cold! I begin to regret giving Grandma my anorak. 

And yet, my face is burning. It must be from the rain. I carefully touch the first sores forming on my forehead and down my left cheek. This isn’t the first time I’ve been blistered by the rain, but it’s still far from a pretty sight. I should have brought some camomile balm with me, which I keep on my bedside table. I quietly curse my stupidity. All I can do now is massage my skin until the stinging turns into a dull throbbing. 

I’m half asleep when Arthur hauls me to my feet. The mass is over. Like a somnambulant I stumble down the hill, grateful that we have the wind to our back this time. As slow as our outward journey has been, so quickly are we whisked home now.

I take off my clothes the moment I enter the bedroom, and roll into my bed without bothering to fold them. The sound of the storm is still ringing in my ears as I fall asleep.
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Repairs





I jolt awake with butterflies in my stomach.  

The house is quiet. Usually, I hear Grandma puttering about in the early hours, or else Arthur will lie snoring next to me. Now my brother is breathing softly and evenly. I move my head to try to listen to the storm, but behind the shutters all is still. I get out of bed, open the shutters and stick my head out the window. 

The early morning air is clear and crisp. As I breathe in deeply, I can taste the salty air coming off the sea, while from the beach the whisper of the sea enters my ears. It’s not the sound of rolling waves or the crashing surf, far from it. It is just as I’d hoped: the storm has died down to a strong breeze, which now blows into the room and over me. 

Arthur flails his arms, as if to push the cold air away from him. I laugh and in one motion I pull the covers off him. 

He yelps and shoots out of bed. 

The threat of the storm is as far away as the forgotten continents beyond the ocean. I laugh again and stick my tongue out.

‘It’s freezing!’ cries my brother.

‘It’s beautiful weather!’

‘What time is it?’ He looks around. Outside, dawn is beginning to break, but it is still dim in our small bedroom. 

‘Nearly sunrise.’

‘Pfff.’ Arthur collapses back onto the bed.

‘Chin up, boy, you’re still young and fit,’ I say, imitating Grandma’s voice. 

Arthur tosses his pillow at me. I manage to duck away and the pillow hits the wall instead. 

‘Fail!’ I say mockingly, then, switching back to my normal voice: ‘The storm’s ripped a load of branches from the trees. We should go see if the boat or the house has been damaged at all.’

Arthur is finally won over by this, getting out of bed and getting dressed.  ‘Your hair’s sticking up on end,’ he says, looking over at me.

Next to my bed is a shard of glass about the size of my hand. In the reflection I can just about see myself; a sun-kissed girl of seventeen, with a shock of red, curly hair and freckles dotting her face. I turn my nose up and braid my slightly wild hair into a plait falling onto my back as best as I can. ‘Take a look at yourself.’ 

Arthur’s face is swollen with sores and his hair is like a bale of hay; just as unruly as mine, but blond like a field of barley in the summer. I move over to him and begin to laugh. ‘You look like you’ve been stung by a dozen wasps!’ 

Arthur runs his fingers over the sores on his face and winces in pain. 

‘A dab of balm will sort that out,’ I say more gently. My rain-sore balm is my pride and joy: I make it from camomile, which grows from spring to late summer in the ditches along the edge of the road leading to Gwennec. Grandma taught me to use an infusion of flower heads when my monthly cramps first started; only later did I learn that a compress held against my bloated skin would have the same calming effect. Since then, I always have some supplies tucked away at home in order to survive the winter. I have a special cubby hole in Yssi’s stall, where I dry out the flowers.

I notice Arthur staring at me. ‘Is there something on my head?’

‘You were covered in sores too; I saw them in the candlelight,’ he replies.

‘That’s true….’ I touch my head and notice that the skin is smooth and unharmed. My palms are normal too, no red marks to be found. Speechless, I look from my hands to Arthur’s red face and back again. I’d completely forgotten the pain – what’s more, I’d forgotten to apply any balm before going to sleep. ‘That’s odd,’ I say. ‘I guess it wasn’t as bad as I thought it was.’

I quickly get dressed and we make our way down the stairs. I put my finger to my lips as we creep past Grandma’s box-bed. Last night’s proceedings have worn her out.

Scattered across the ground lay the branches of the tree, the bare trunk looking like a kind of wooden column. We kick the branches aside and then turn to inspect the damage to our home. 

The walls of the house have been spattered with mud and one of the shutters on the kitchen window has been broken. It hangs crookedly from its hinges, creaking as it stirs in the breeze.

Arthur jabs at my shoulder. ‘Look at the roof.’

‘Shark teeth!’

I can see that the thatch in the roof is broken in two places, ripped off by the wind, leaving visible the bare wooden beam skeleton below. ‘I’ll have to get up there and fix it then.’ I’m not exactly thrilled about the idea; it’s a pretty large drop down, should I fall.

The rest of the damage isn’t so bad. The cowshed has survived the storm with only a bit of straw blown onto the floor. As soon as Yssi catches sight of us, she begins to low woefully, as if to express her displeasure with the current state of things. I can’t blame her, really. Milk begins to drip from her huge swollen udders. 

‘Poor thing,’ says Arthur. He grabs a bucket and kneels next to her. There is no need to tie Yssi up, for as soon as Arthur touches her teats, the milk comes spurting out without complaint from Yssi. Last month we lost our calf. The creature was weak and of poor health despite our efforts to care for it. In the weeks after we had killed it, Yssi was not quite her old self. Sometimes, she’d spend whole nights mournfully lowing, and she had so much milk that her udders were always bursting. 

I leave my brother alone with the cow and head down to the quay. A few planks have been washed away, the water splashing onto the jetty. Unsurprising, given the flimsiness of the wooden planks.

Our boat is called The Ragdoll. The letters Dad painted on the prow had once been clear and bright, particularly high above the waves; now the paint is dull and the boat is low in the water. Too low.

I anxiously walk across the jetty. I run my hand over the battered keel. I’d left the sail tied up on the deck and was sure I had left it securely fastened. Now it’s dangling partly under the waterline, with a large rip down the middle resembling a ragged lightning bolt. I stoop down and pull the sail from the water. What could have caused such a terrible tear? 

I spot it almost immediately: a large piece of metal sticking out of the side of the boat. A fishhook bigger than my hand, which must have been picked up by the wind and ripped open the sail. There’s a door on the deck that is the entrance to a small compartment where we store the nets and hooks. The bolt is loose and the door rattles as loudly as the kitchen shutters.

Angrily, I throw the hook back down into the hole. Once again I feel how The Ragdoll is a little lower than usual. As I move further on board, my fearful suspicion is confirmed: my boots splash in the water on deck.

‘Arthur!’ I call out at the top of my lungs. ‘Come here!’

If The Ragdoll is broken, then the rest of the village’s boats will be too. I curse the storm. There’s only one shipwright nearby and the other, who lives in Gwennec, is far too expensive for us. Is The Ragdoll damaged so badly that Arthur and I won’t be able to repair it ourselves? And if so, how are we ever going to scrape together the money to pay for such repairs? Our income relies solely on the fish we sell at the market in Gwennec. There’ll be no fish without a boat. And without a boat, there’ll be no fish.

Arthur shows up and casts his eye over the boat. ‘What’s the damage?’

‘Three holes perhaps…I’m not sure.’

He clambers into the boat and looks down at the water reaching halfway up his boots. ‘They can’t be big holes, or else she would have sunk last night.’

‘The sail’s ruined as well.’

‘Help me pull her ashore,’ Arthur says.

That isn’t easy. We’re lucky the tide comes in, helpfully pushing the boat forward, while the two of us drag her onto the beach with two steel cables.

Arthur inspects the underside of the boat. After a while, he says: ‘The worst holes are in the front part of the hull. If I we still have any sealant, we just need to clean up the aluminium and the rivets. Then we’ll just apply as much sealant on the top as possible. I think that’ll hold things together until we’ve saved enough money to actually get it repaired.’

I relax a little. ‘Dad would be proud.’

Arthur grins. He can still remember Dad, unlike our mother, Rona. This is his boat, the one in which he always took us fishing. It was in this boat that he taught us how to cast and haul in a net, when was the best time to hoist the sail and how to safely make it back home through rough seas. Even if money were pouring out of our ears, I doubt we’d ever get rid of this old boat. It’s the only thing we have left of Dad. 

Urged on by Arthur’s practical words, I take another look at the tattered sail. A large part of it has been torn to shreds and cannot be repaired, but the lowest part only had a few holes. ‘Don’t we still have a piece of old sail up in the attic somewhere’? 

‘I think so.’

‘I can try to remove the top half and patch up the holes with the old pieces. It won’t be as strong as a new canvas, but I think we can use it to sail the boat on calm days.’

‘It’s better than nothing.’ He looks around hesitantly. ‘Do you think it’ll be alright?’

‘It’ll be a while before we can go fishing again, but I think it will.’

‘How are we meant to survive in the meantime, then?’

‘From the fish traps, and from our preserved fruit, or from seaweed. And Yssi’s milk of course. I guess we can even sell some of it; she’s got plenty.’

‘The traps are ruined,’ says Arthur. ‘If that’s all we have, we’d better start weaving some new ones.’

‘Don’t forget the holes in the roof. If it’s stormy again, we’re done for.’

‘First we need new straw.’

‘I’ll ask Jost for some,’ I reply. Jost the Netter usually has everything tucked away in his shed, and he doesn’t ask much for it either.

‘Wait a second.’ Arthur kneels down on the ruined jetty and plunges his arm elbow-deep into the water. A few fish traps have also been washed ashore and are now no more than a pile of broken twigs. The others have simply disappeared into the sea. Arthur pulls something up, and to my surprise reveals a still-intact trap. In it are a few small, grey fish flapping about. We’ll have something for dinner at least.

Most of the fish are already dead. The few that are still wriggling in the trap are quickly taken care of by slitting open their bellies with a sharp knife that we always carry with us. One by one, I toss them into a pile, the soft wet flesh smacking as each new fish is added. 

‘Ugh, this one is contaminated.’ Arthur lifts it up and holds the fish between his thumb and finger. It is a plump, grey fish with plenty of meat, but its gills and fins are so black it looks as if they are scorched. It stinks.

‘This one too.’ The fish I have in my hand has sunken eyes, as if it were already half rotten. ‘Put it back in the pot, then we’ll put it on the fire.’ 

We check the rest of the catch, but find no other contaminations. Doing these checks is one of the many important lessons taught to us by Dad. First, he taught us how to swim, even in the roughest of seas. After that, he’d take us to sea and spent days teaching us how to look out for fish with sunken eyes, slimy bodies or off-coloured patches. He got us to identify the contaminated fish and showed us the correct way to dispose of them.

Many factories in Old Europe were destroyed by the Impact, when the meteorite struck the Earth. No one could count the exact number of dangerous substances that were released as a result, but I reckon there were enough to cut the population that hadn’t found refuge in Arks yet in half within a few months. I personally believe that many of these harmful substances shouldn’t have been stored in vulnerable buildings in the first place, but I suppose that wisdom serves no one anymore, and I’ve been told that mine is a typical Periphery attitude. The people of the large cities of Central Europe are proud of their flourishing industry. In any case, no one really knows what causes the contaminated fish, or the acid rain that still falls over the hills and cities. For a long time, no crops grew in the fields, and when they finally grew back, there was still a fair chance that someone would ingest so much poison they’d die. Nowadays, the toxins have weakened considerably. Still, there is always the risk of catching a fever or getting stomach cramps if you drink water straight from water tanks, or if you take it from a stream or pond. The very poorest among us run that risk simply because they cannot afford plastic bottles of purified water. I’m grateful that we’ve never had it quite that bad, and I am determined to never let it get to the stage where Arthur and Gran have to drink rainwater. 

And then there are the sores that develop on a person’s skin when exposed to the rain, yet no matter how painful or uncomfortable those sores may be, they are never fatal.

What happened with the sea was a little stranger. Dad could never really explain why some parts of the ocean remained completely unaffected while other areas would suddenly become blighted. The currents tend to move the toxin and swirl it around, and so it is the task of a good fisherman to know which are the best fishing spots and which spots are no-go areas. Of course, every fisherman will find a couple of contaminated fish in his catch from time to time. Unlike the plants, the fish never died from the poison. They changed, perhaps over the course of time or perhaps from birth. In any case, the end result is never pleasant.

Contaminated fish, burns and –if we’re unlucky – a day or two of stomach aches. Arthur and I have never had it too bad, but Grandma would often spend the evening recounting tales from her youth. ‘It’s a miracle that my family survived the bloody thing,’ she would say. She spent the entirety of her younger years in the worst and darkest period, where uncontaminated food was scarcer, water was too dangerous to drink, and purification facilities were still in their early stages. Industry across the whole country crashed to a halt. Painfully slowly, the old continent picked itself up again; Old Europe became Central Europe, ruled from the great city of Rome.

Here in Breizh, we have little to show in terms of this industrial progress. Only the large oil platforms, such as the Oakfield, remind us that there is another world out there, where machines have taken over the work of human hands and the fresh air is smothered by fumes. I wonder if the people there grow as hungry as we do after a storm. 

Arthur has little patience for my meditations. For him, Rome is farther away than the bottom of the sea. I can’t blame him: our life is here in Gwennec, and that already keeps us busy enough without dreaming away our days. We burn the contaminated fish in an old oil drum and leave the fire to burn itself out, until all that remains is a thick, stinking smoke creeping skywards. The same columns of smoke rise up all along the shoreline of the village, mingling with the air. Here on the coast we adhere to the law of the sea, and it dictates to us to go out and fish as long as we still can. 
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Dreams and treasures





Grandma earns a few cents with Yssi’s abundant milk, the money being spent almost immediately on nails, string, wood and needles made of fishbone. After three days, I have only managed to repair one hole in the roof. Meanwhile, with the help of Jost the Netter, Arthur and I have managed to haul the boat up to his slipway. Arthur is busy sealing the holes in the bow while I try to repair the sail. If Arthur isn’t busy with the boat, he is tying trap after trap with his nimble fingers. 

One day, Yannick comes by with her father and helps us to fix up the cowshed. She leaves us with a basket of freshly baked bread. Each day grows darker and colder than the one before. The weather is still calm, but I know from experience that the next storm isn’t far off.

For us, the summer months are when we leave for the sea for days on end. When we aren’t sailing, we’re at the market in Gwennec selling our fish. Now that the fishing season is over and the storm season has begun, it’s too dangerous to just sail out. A storm can brew without warning. A storm can tear sails and break masts as if they are twigs. A storm can hurl towering waves at a boat and drag the sailors overboard with the strength of a giant.

During these dark months, we know better than to go to sea. For Arthur and me, this means going to lessons at the only school in the area, the village school just outside Gwennec. 

We go there two mornings a week, to learn how to read, write and count. The top classes are also taught a bit of pre-Impact history. These classes fascinate me immensely, even though I can barely imagine what that world must have looked like. What I enjoy the most are the stories of newly discovered continents, strange peoples living between the trees and the huge, brand new cities that were erected on virgin soil. 

I sometimes imagine a day when Arthur and I will hop aboard the Ragdoll and just keep on sailing, until we, too, reach one of the great, extinct continents: Britannia, where the last inhabitable area was swallowed up by the rising oceans some ten years ago. People fled in droves to Central Europe; many remaining here in Breizh. 

Perhaps we would even reach the far and distant America. 

Or, perhaps, even that mysterious island that I cannot point out on a map, but which Mum would always sing about when she tucked me into bed. Always, I asked her where it was, and she’d always give me the same answer: ‘In the mists of time, my little seal pup.’ The island seemed to lie in the mists of her memories, or perhaps it was simply a fairy tale from long ago, when the world was still so very different. My childhood fantasies turned it into a far-off place, where mountains and cliffs were covered by a thick veil of mist, surrounded by the ocean. In my stories, the travellers who went ashore there never once returned.

Now that I am seventeen, I only have a few months of school left. After that, I’ll have to commit all my time to our tiny fishery, just like Dad and Grandma, sailing out every day and selling our fish at the market in town. 

As always while I’m at school, my gaze wanders over to the notice-board near the entrance, where a notice is pinned up. The long list had gone around the school during last storm season. On it are the apprenticeships in Gwennec that are offered to village children like me and Arthur. Tanner, tailor, shipwright…I could yawn. 

I know exactly what I want to do. I also know how impossible it is. The training course to become a medical caretaker costs too much money, and besides, I’m the eldest child. Keeping the fishery running will soon be my responsibility.

With a pang of envy, I think of Yannick, who is exactly one year older than me and who now lives in the city because her family agreed to let her pursue her studies. She came home for the Sailors’ Mass, but I suspect it won’t be long before she leaves again. The course lasts three years, and during that time, you get taught by real doctors who show you how to mend broken bones, how to stop bleeding, how to combat fever and vomiting and how to make pills and balms. Every time I imagine myself in the blue uniform that Yannick proudly shows off to me, my heart begins to flutter like an excited sparrow.

I walk slowly to the classroom, sit down at one of the tables and begin to draw lines in my workbook, paying little attention to the lesson. The best thing about being a medical caretaker is that you receive a monthly grant from the hospital. I’d be able to save up and finally get a better house built for Arthur and Grandma. With stone walls, like the church, so when it is stormy we won’t have to worry about the fish market or the boat…

A prod against my elbow makes me jolt. I look to the side and find myself looking into the grinning face of Mart, who is sitting next to me. 

‘What?’ I hiss.

Before he can reply, I hear a stern cough and I realise that the whole class is staring at me. Our teacher, Miss Franseza Madec, looks over at me with raised eyebrows. Was I called on? I quickly look around the class for any sort of indication, only to be met with the grinning faces of the handful of students present. 

‘Sorry, I…I didn’t hear you,’ I mutter.

Franseza gives me a disapproving look. ‘The builder of the Arks,’ she repeats in her articulated, clipped voice.

‘Umm… in 2017, Miss.’

The corner of her mouth twitches slightly towards a smile. ‘Not when it was built, Nimue, but by whom.’

‘Oh, by Noah Odivo. That’s why he called the bunkers Arks,’  I reply, in a last effort to save my dignity. ‘After the story of Noah’s Ark and the Great Flood.’

‘Very good, Nimue,’ says Franseza and I sigh in relief. ‘Can you also tell us where the nearest Ark is?’

I shake my head. I have never seen an Ark, so it can’t be anywhere near Gwennec. To me, they seem like stuffy, underground labyrinths. It must’ve been awful to have been shut away in there for years, with no windows onto the outside world. It occurs to me how very different St Gwenhael’s is. There, the windows are built to draw your gaze to the sky, like the effigies in the alcoves do. I raise my hand and ask:  ‘Why are there icons in the church?’

My sudden question causes Franseza to lose her flow. She looks over at me with raised eyebrows and the class stops taking notes. ‘In the church?’

‘I mean the carvings in the walls of the chapel,’ I explain. ‘I was wondering who they represent, who those people were?’

Franseza is quiet for a moment, as if she’s pondering whether or not to carry on about the Arks. Finally she says: ‘Who do you think they were?’

‘I think they were definitely saints. And kings and knights. But why are they in the church?’

‘To remember them,’ she replies.

‘But no one knows their names.’

‘Well,’ Franseza says slowly, ‘maybe they weren’t built for us to give them names. Perhaps they were made to keep watch over us.’ 

I grin. ‘Nice guards, these stones.’

‘Still, these people once lived here in Breizh. Do you all know what it used to be called?’

Someone replies: ‘Brittany, Miss.’

My attention wanes. Absent-mindedly, I doodle the altar of St Gwenhael’s, wondering what the people thought and did back when the world was a different place. 

As usual when class is over, I wait for Arthur by the school gate. Yannick is already waiting for me, not in her blue uniform this time, but in a plain brown skirt and a sailor’s vest. I hug her briefly. Her clothes always smell of detergent and have never been patched up. My own jumper is a stark contrast to that, because the elbow patches have been repaired so often that I’ve lost count. We talk until Arthur and his friends come out. 

‘Are we going to the beach?’ Yannick asks.

I hesitate. ‘Our roof’s still not done yet… ’

‘Ah, come on, Nim!’ interrupts Arthur. ‘We’ve been working hard enough. I want to fly the kite!’

The blue sky is dotted with clouds, like tufts of wool.  There is a light breeze coming off the land, perfect weather for flying kites. I feel the excitement brew in my belly and I smirk. ‘Okay, let’s go kite-flying.’ 

Arthur tears off ahead of us with the other boys in order to be the first one to get to the beach. Yannick and I follow behind at a slower pace, walking next to each other without saying a word. 

The coastal road runs slowly downwards, snaking around a couple of hills until it reaches the beach. Like the other roads in the area, it is nothing more than an uneven dirt track and I can clearly see the mule tracks that run along it. Brambles with the last berries of the season grow on both sides of the path. I remember I was planning to pick some leaves to make a new kind of tea. I explain my idea to Yannick.

‘Perhaps I’ll try that too,’ she says. ‘The doctors say that bramble leaves work well against flu.’

‘Are you going back soon?’

Yannick shakes her head. ‘I was planning to just help with the clear-up after the storm, but there are so many people with all kinds of ills. Broken bones and bruises everywhere. Dad’s also caught a stinking cold from when he was herding the cattle back in. His nose is bright red.’ She laughs. ‘Snot everywhere and now Mum’s starting to complain too, so the doctors from the course have said that it would be good practice for me to stay here.’

‘I’d trade my boat for that,’ I say under my breath. As we reach the end of the path, we remain there for a moment, staring out over the sea. The tide is going out and the beach is covered in razor clams. Pools of water have gathered in the deepest gullies. We kick off our shoes and shiver as we always do when we take our first steps onto the cold sand. 

Only when we have jumped over the first gully, Yannick says: ‘I could teach you some things, if you want.’

I grab her arm and pretend to push her into one of the deeper gullies. ‘Teach me everything you know or I’ll throw you in the sea!’ 

Yannick regains her balance. ‘Not like this, you cow.’ She giggles and then adds in a more serious tone: ‘Why don’t you come to my house tomorrow morning? You can accompany me on my rounds.’

‘See how important you sound,’ I say, smiling. ‘You need to check on yourself, Dr. Yannick.’

‘You know the course won’t make me a doctor.’

‘You could go to Central Europe.’ I gulp and turn towards the sea. There’s something more to my dream, something I’m scared to admit, even to myself. For our small family, even a course like Medical Caretaking is too expensive…I don’t even dare to imagine how much more expensive a full medical degree would be. Certainly far more than we could scrape together between the three of us.

‘You should tell your grandmother, you know,’ says Yannick unexpectedly. 

I don’t reply.

‘She’d let you study, Nim. Everyone knows that you have a talent for it.’

‘Yeah, yeah, talent.’ I wave my hand at her. ‘But the storm has destroyed far too much and all the repairs are expensive enough. I can’t ask them to spend all that money on me… I wouldn’t know how they’d earn money while I was away! Arthur is still at school and Grandma can no longer fish.’ I bow my head and draw lines in the wet sand with my toes. ‘I should forget about it and just go to sea, like Dad.’

‘You shouldn’t say that, Nim. I know you…you deserve to take that course, storm or no storm. You know what my father always says? Never leave something behind that you might regret.’

‘Well, your father’s rich. We have almost nothing,’ I say, doing little to shield the bitterness in my voice. 

‘That’s not true.’ Yannick looks a little hurt. ‘You’re more talented than me. You’re smart…’

‘And poor.’

She pulls a face that shows she has lost her patience. I cross my arms over my chest and say nothing, knowing deep down that I’m right. Yannick really doesn’t know how privileged she is. Her house could withstand storms, her father has fifteen cows, her clothes are always immaculate and she doesn’t wear plastic shoes that have already been worn by two other girls in the village. 

After a moment of tense silence, in which we slowly start making our way to the boys, Yannick says: ‘Well, you know what I think of it. What’s Arthur’s opinion about all this? ’

‘I haven’t told him anything.’ 

Arthur is holding his homemade kite while Mart is spooling off the long string. He runs backwards, lifting his arms and throwing the kite into the air. It soars like a bright yellow bird, trying its best to break away from the string tethering it to the earth.

‘But you two tell each other everything!’

‘Not everything.’

‘Well go tell him, then,’ she says. ‘And who knows? Arthur only has a few more years left of school and then he can take over the fishery. You don’t need to leave right away.’

‘Perhaps,’ I says hesitantly. ‘First, let’s do some kiting.’

The wind picks up and blows the kite higher than I have ever seen before. We pass the string between us all: from Mart to Judikael, Judikael to Taran and then to Yannick, who gives it to me. I run over the vast expanse of sand before me, my eyes focused on the dancing yellow dot far up in the sky, until my arms begin to shake from the sheer pull of the kite, and I pass it back over to Arthur. He has to try his best to keep his feet on the ground. We run towards the small incline, where the ground suddenly stops and the rocks down below stick out like terrible needles. I cup my hands around my mouth and shout: ‘Arthur, look out!’ 

Falling off the rocks here will mean certain death. 

Arthur sees the danger and lets go just in time. The kite spirals off in a swirling flight over the sea. I stare at the yellow speck against the ever-greying sky until it is no longer visible. Where are you going? I muse inwardly. Will somebody find you? 

I turn around and begin to climb the next cliff, steeper still than the first one. From here, I can see the whole village below: the clay houses with their moorings, the swaying fishing boats at the dock, and the sails of windmills turning around and around. Someone is lugging a couple of sacks on his back on his way to the mill. Two children and a dog are running towards a wooden barn and soon disappear from sight.

As I turn to the east, I can make out the shape of Gwennec in the distance. The only asphalt road in the whole area leads directly to the town. Once in a while, a car drives from one direction to the other, but mostly, there are just mule carts. I wonder what life in town is like. Only the very wealthy can afford to buy a home there, so most people rent cheap apartments in narrow, crowded housing blocks.

I sit down on a large, flat stone and draw up the collar of my anorak as high as I can, trying to shield myself a little against the vicious howling of the wind that whips around my head up here. The past few days have been calm and almost windless. Now I can see the waves lashing at the shore at high speed. Foaming and roaring, they crash against the razor-like rocks. The last streak of blue sky at the horizon has disappeared, smothered by a new layer of clouds that begin to take on an ominous, green hue.

Arthur sits down next to me. I point to the sky. ‘What do you think?’

‘Time to get the boat ashore.’

I sniff the air. Is that a hint of iron I smell? I can’t quite tell, as the wind also carries the industrial odours of the Oakfield. 

‘Mart and the others are going home now.’

‘We should too; it’s getting dark.’

Still, we don’t move. We sit in silence for a few minutes, the low grumble of the ocean surrounding us on all sides. 

‘Next time, we should attach a message to the kite,’ says Arthur. ‘In a bottle, like in your stories, and wait for someone to answer.’

‘Who do you think would answer it?’ 

Arthur shrugs. ‘Where do you think the kite might end up? America?’

‘I think America might be stretching it a little.’

‘Maybe the island, then. We should have attached a message, imagine Mum finding it… What’s up with you?’

I shake my head. ‘That kite’s just going to fall back into the sea. There’s no one beyond the ocean.’ And definitely not Mum. I press my lips tight and stare straight ahead. I’m in no mood to talk about stories today.

‘What did I do?’

‘Nothing. I’m not angry with you, it’s just…’ I tear my gaze away from the ocean to look at Arthur. Yannick is right; it’s not fair to snap at my brother without telling him anything. With a sigh, I move closer to him so he can hear me over the rising wind. ‘Do you ever think about the future? I don’t just mean short-term, in a month or a year, but what you want later on? What kind of person you want to be?’

He looks back at me with big, round eyes, and I involuntarily hold my breath. What does his silence mean?

‘Well,’ he replies after a brief pause. ‘Well, I do think about it, but it’s so far away. You’d find it stupid anyway…’

‘It’s not so far away,’ I say as I wipe my suddenly sweaty hands on my trousers. ‘I don’t think it’s stupid to think about your future, Arthur.’

He shrugs his shoulders, as if trying to shake off an unwanted thought. ‘We have the fishery. You, Grandma and I. That’s all we have.’ 

‘But is that what you want to do? Fishing?’

He doesn’t answer.

‘Tell me,’ I insist. ‘I keep thinking about the list at school and…’

‘I’d like to do an apprenticeship to work on the railways,’ interrupts Arthur. He strings the words together hastily. I close my mouth, too stunned to react. Arthur looks down at his hands, his face blushing. ‘I want to become a train driver or an engineer, so I can travel through all of Central Europe and see the great cities.’

‘But that’s incredibly expensive, Arthur,’ I blurt out. Immediately, I hate myself as he cringes, looking like a dog caught doing something bad. Why did I have to bring up the costs? Especially when I’ve just half convinced myself that I should pursue my dreams, money or no money. Why am I trying to take that away from Arthur? ‘So, how does that work? Would you have to move to town?’

Arthur shakes his head. ‘A driver takes you on if he has a place. You learn on the job.’ Finally, he looks back up at me. ‘I’d hardly ever be home again, Nim.’

Now I am the one who is silent, as I don’t know how to react to his news. He’s never told me anything about these plans, and as far as I know he has never told Grandma either. I lean forward and bury my head in my hands. It’s as if a storm is now raging in my head.

‘Say something, please,’ begs Arthur.

‘I don’t know what to say,’ I answer honestly, looking down at my hands. ‘It’s…I had no idea.’

‘You think it’s stupid. You think I’m too selfish.’

‘No! I don’t think it’s stupid, Arthur, believe me. It’s just that…’ I lick my lips and take a deep breath. ‘My time at school is nearly over and I don’t think I want to keep fishing. I… I want to go to the town. I’d like to study Medical Caretaking, just like Yannick. I want to learn about what causes illnesses and how to cure people, how to make salves and tinctures, and I…I want to make people better. Dad died because there was no doctor, and ever since then, I’ve wondered…if only someone had known how, could he have been saved? If I were a medical caretaker, I could help.’

‘I get it,’ says Arthur. ‘But I’d make much more money as a train driver.’

‘You’ll also cost us more!’

‘I would earn that back within two years! You and Grandma could live anywhere. In a stone house, in the town, with a cleaner for every room.’

I cross my arms, frowning. ‘You’ve got it all figured out, then.’

‘Yes, I’ve given it a lot of thought, and if you did the same, you’d realize what a good idea it is!’ 

I can think of a hundred reasons why it isn’t a good idea: private courses cost twice as much as public courses. Arthur would be gone most of the time, leaving it up to me to both look after Grandma and to go fishing. I’ll be finishing school well before him, and most of all, I am the oldest child… I shut my mouth and reflect. ‘We can’t both study. Even if I went first and you three years later, it’d still cost too much money. I don’t think The Ragdoll will survive that long, and without a boat, well…’ I shrug. We both know that as much as we would like to turn our backs on fishing, without a boat, nothing would be possible.

‘How much does a medical caretaker earn?’ asks Arthur. He seems a little calmer.

‘Not enough to send you out into the big, wide world,’ I mutter. ‘But enough to buy a good, stone house. I mean, I’d have to save up for it, so nothing much will change during the first few years, unless The Ragdoll gets destroyed, or something. But we’d never be poor again.’

‘With a driver’s grant, we…’

‘I know,’ I interrupt him. ‘So you want me to give up my dreams for you?’

He reaches for my hand and gives me a helpless look. ‘It sounds terrible when you put it like that.’

‘Well, that is how it sounds. Perhaps we should go home.’

He says nothing as we get up and leave the beach to walk home. Smoke is drifting up from the chimney stack, a sign that Grandma has lit the fire to ward off the chills of autumn. From a distance, the farmyard looks almost untouched by the storm, except for the hole in the roof that still needs to be fixed. I think about how much work I’ve put into this house, and into our fishery, and I feel my anger clench like a fist in my stomach. Since Mum left and Dad died, it was me who’d taken care of Arthur. And when Grandma grew weaker, I’d not just taken over most tasks of the fishery, but most of the household chores as well. If there is anyone who deserves an opportunity to study, it’s me. At the very least, I know I have a talent that could take me places. Arthur is a terrific coxswain and a good fisherman – Dad made sure to teach us well – but who says that’ll be enough for him to become a good train driver? He might be terrible at it; then we might as well just cast that money into the sea. 

When we step over the threshold into the house, my mood plummets even more. I throw my boots into the corner and get to the stairs.

‘Aren’t you eating with us?’ asks Arthur.

‘I’m not hungry,’ I say, without turning back. ‘Tell Grandma I’m going to patch the roof.’ 

I expect him to object, but he doesn’t. With a sigh, I go upstairs, up the ladder through the hatchway that gives way to the attic. This is a place of cobwebs and forgotten memories. I don’t think anyone’s been up here since Grandma’s back has become so bad that she can’t climb the ladder anymore. 

In one of the corners is something I recognise as a figurehead: a seal’s head made of wood, the rest of the body broken off and gone missing. Suddenly, I remember The Ragdoll as it used to be, back when Mum still lived with us. The figurehead, both head and body, once elegantly adorned the prow of the boat; Dad always said that was why the seals would follow us. I smile. I can’t believe I’d forgotten about that. 

On the other side are piles of boxes, broken furniture, fishing rods and tangled fishing nets that have been thrown down carelessly and were never picked up again. Dad had obviously kept them for some reason – to repair or sell them, perhaps. The sight of all these unused things, these unfinished plans, saddens me. Poor Dad. When we finally found him and towed The Ragdoll back to the wharf, he’d already been entwined in a net in the icy waters for so long that nobody could help him. He’d still been breathing, but his lips had turned blue. We’d brought him home, wrapped him in blankets and placed him by the fireside. An hour later, he had stopped moving. There’d been no time to call a doctor, no car to take him to the town’s hospital fast enough, and anyway, there’d have been no money to pay for any of it. That day, I cried so hard I thought I would be left hollow inside, like an empty shell.

It’s tricky to find a place for my feet without treading on something. Carefully, I make my way to the hole in the roof, brush aside the cobwebs and lean out. It’s just like an open window, looking out into the twilight. The sea is a vast, dark plain, and the cold wind has free access to the attic room. I shiver and step away. If I want to get anything done, I’d better fetch a lantern. 

My foot catches on something on the floor. Before I know it, I’m on my behind in a cloud of dust. I cough, wave away the dust and glance at the floor. It seems I’ve stumbled over a rough-timbered wooden box, no larger than a breadbin, with a round lid and wrought-iron lock. Just as everything else around me, it’s coated in a thick layer of dust. I blow the lid clean and then, for a moment, forget to breathe. Something’s been written on the side: For Nimue.

My heart skips a beat before it starts to pound loudly in my throat. That’s Dad’s handwriting!

Was he planning on giving this to me? As I carefully shake the box, I hear a muffled clonk, as if there’s something big inside. I dig into my memories – has he ever mentioned something about this? If he has, I don’t remember it. 

No matter how hard I pull, the lid won’t open, and the wood is too tough to break. Besides, I’m worried that the mysterious contents of the box may get damaged if I try to open it forcefully. I glance at the lock. Was there a key when I knocked it over? Perhaps it’s somewhere on the ground nearby. I grope around on the floor. Just behind me is Mum’s old wardrobe. Over the years, I have worn all the clothing she’s left behind and patched it up where necessary. I get down on my stomach and stick my hand beneath the wardrobe, in the gap between its feet and the floor. At first my fingers just find soft and sticky strands of spider web. Goosebumps slowly crawl up my back; I can deal with jellyfish, crabs and fish guts without blinking an eye, but the large spiders in the attic give me the creeps. 

Finally, my fingers touch something that is solid and small, and I pull it towards me. That’s it – that’s the key. It fits the lock perfectly. I excitedly turn it, hear the click and lift the lid up with a slight tremor in my hands.

The chest contains only two items. 

The first is a white pebble, strung on a leather cord. I hold it in my hand, letting the last rays of daylight fall on the stone. The precise outline of a small seal has been carved into the polished surface. I stare at it in wonder. Whoever made this must have been a real artist.

The second artefact is a leather-bound ledger, tied with a simple piece of string. There is nothing on the cover that reveals what might be inside. As I lift it up, a whiff of smoke and fire enters my nose. It’s so feeble that it feels like the memory of a smell. I untie the cord and open the book. For the second time, I’m shocked enough to hold my breath. This time, I don’t immediately recognise the handwriting, but I don’t need to. It’s clear who the leather tome belonged to.

Long, cursive letters that have slightly faded from the yellow pages – though not so much that I can’t read them – spell out the words: Rona’s Diary.

















