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Chapter One: The Last Ferry
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The ferry to Calder Isle left the mainland pier at half past seven in the morning and at no other time, a fact that the island's tourist information page communicated in bold type with a level of emphasis that Clara Webb had initially found excessive and had come to understand, standing at the dock in the early September dark with her camera bags and her rolling case and the wind doing something serious and personal to her hair, was entirely proportionate.

There was no other ferry. There was no other way to reach the island. There was a helicopter service for medical emergencies, operated out of the mainland hospital thirty miles north, but this did not apply to portrait photographers on commission, however pressing the deadline. You took the half-past-seven ferry or you did not go to Calder Isle, and if you missed it you waited in the small harbour town of Dunmore until the following morning and tried again.

Clara had not missed it. She was on the dock twenty minutes early, which was more than her usual margin — she was, by nature, a person who arrived with two minutes to spare and considered this punctual — but the commission was important and the island was remote and she had read the ferry page three times.

The commission was from the Scottish Heritage Cultural Foundation, who were producing a long-form documentary book about the communities of the outer islands. Clara was one of four photographers contributing; she had been assigned Calder Isle, which her editor at the foundation had described as the most challenging of the four, both logistically and photographically, and which she had understood to mean the most interesting.

She was thirty years old and had been a portrait photographer for six years, since leaving a graduate programme in fine art with a degree she had loved and a career direction that had arrived not as a plan but as a recognition: she was a person who looked at other people's faces and understood something. She had spent her career trying to make that understanding visible.

The ferry was a converted fishing vessel, broad and purposeful, operated by a man called Angus who wore the same expression for the entire forty-five-minute crossing that Clara came to think of as professionally neutral — neither encouraging nor discouraging, simply present, doing his job with the unhurried mastery of someone who had been doing it for thirty years and expected to do it for thirty more.

There were six other passengers. Two appeared to be island residents returning — they had the particular ease of people on familiar ground, even ground that was currently moving with the swell. Two were hillwalkers with enormous rucksacks and the slightly fixed expressions of people who had committed to something and were managing the commitment. One was a young woman with a laptop bag who might have been anything. And one was a man.

Clara photographed people for a living and had developed the involuntary habit of reading faces the way other people read rooms — quickly, automatically, with the specific attention of someone for whom other human beings were the primary subject. She noticed the man on the ferry not because he was remarkable in any obvious way but because of what he was doing: he was watching the sea. Not idly, not in the way of a passenger with nothing better to do. With the focused, particular attention of someone for whom the sea was information rather than scenery. He had a notebook open on his knee, and periodically he wrote in it without looking down, keeping his eyes on the water.

She did not photograph him. She put the camera away and watched the island arrive out of the grey September morning — a dark shape first, then a shape with dimensions, then a place with a harbour and a village and, behind it, the long heather-covered rise of the hill that gave Calder Isle its particular silhouette against the western sky.

The man with the notebook was still watching the sea when the ferry docked. She was on the gangplank with her bags before she saw him again, and by then the island had begun, and there was too much else to notice.

She did not know yet that she would spend the next six weeks trying and failing to take his photograph.
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Chapter Two: The Island
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Calder Isle had two hundred and twelve permanent residents, a primary school with eleven pupils, a pub that was also the community hall and the informal post office and the venue for the weekly cinema night, and a single road that looped the inhabited lower ground of the island in a figure of eight and was not, by mainland standards, entirely a road.

It had the particular quality of light that the outer islands had — a quality that photographers came long distances for, the light that arrived over the Atlantic without anything between it and the sea to dilute it, clean and lateral and capable of doing extraordinary things to ordinary subjects. Clara had read about the Calder light before she came. Reading about it and standing in it on her first morning were not the same experience.

She was staying at the island's only guesthouse, operated by a woman named Moira who was seventy-one, had lived on the island her entire life, and communicated primarily in observations about the weather and occasional, devastating assessments of character that she delivered in the same tone as the weather observations, making them difficult to prepare for.

"You're the photographer from the foundation," Moira said, setting down a breakfast of eggs and toast that was considerably better than Clara had expected from a guesthouse with no online reviews.

"Yes."

"You'll want to talk to old Robbie MacLeod about the fishing history. Don't try before ten — he doesn't speak before ten. And Agnes Dunbar has photographs going back to 1910. She keeps them in a biscuit tin." Moira refilled Clara's coffee without asking. "You'll have seen Finn on the ferry."
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