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For Chaz,


Who scares easily,


And loves deeply.
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August, 1977

She’s found before anyone realises she’s missing.

It’s just before dawn, and a photographer has puffed his way up the cliff path, hoping to capture the first glimpse of sunlight as it bleeds into the bay. He sets up his tripod in the dewy grass a few feet from the precipice, then can’t resist shuffling past it to peer over the edge.

At first, in the grey-blue gloom, his mind still woolly from sleep, he can’t work out what he’s seeing. Something is snagged on the rocks below; a knot of driftwood, perhaps, or a clump of flotsam. Even as the photographer’s eyes adjust, and understanding begins to writhe in his empty stomach, for a few more seconds he tries to convince himself it’s something else down there: a seal; a mannequin; a mermaid.

Later, after two local constables have arrived, secretly thrilled by their unexpected summons, there is some debate over how to get to her. She is caught at the most easterly point of the bay, wedged between the rocks, though the hem of her nightdress is fluttering in the water, giving the impression she’s still breathing. By both land and sea, the route to her is treacherous. But they don’t deliberate for too long – they can’t risk her being carried out into open water or, worse, any tourists stumbling across this scene – and, in the end, a pair of grizzled fishermen manage to navigate the rocky shoreline and drag her into their boat like a prize catch.



Later still, the constables are replaced by their superiors, who try to piece together what has happened. She was staying at the nearby hotel, they discover, where no one seems to remember her in any detail; why she was there, or when she was last seen, or even much about what she looked like. If it weren’t for her name and address in the hotel register, her order for the breakfast she never ate tacked to the board behind the desk, she might not have been there at all. The only part of her that seems to have stuck in people’s minds are her glasses. Lenses like jam jars, explains the receptionist, cupping her hands to demonstrate.

They don’t find the glasses. It’s one of a few inconvenient loose threads, though the police forge ahead with their enquiries. Foul play is ruled out – she doesn’t seem to have made enough of an impression on anyone for that – and if she slipped from the cliff path by accident, why was she out there after dark, and in only a flimsy nightdress? No, suicide seems most likely, especially when the family in the room below report that they heard strange noises: scratching, banging, crying. The whys and wherefores seem to matter a little less after that; she obviously wasn’t quite right in the head.

The hotel’s manager, an agitated man at the best of times, frets it will be bad for business, a guest dying like that. But it’s almost the end of summer. The other guests quickly disperse and, soon enough, most of the staff too – back to college, or university, or other brighter opportunities in bigger towns. The story goes with them, of course, but fades and shrinks as it travels, until it’s just a half-remembered anecdote the manager needn’t worry about. Not yet, anyway.

She lingers in the locals’ memories a little longer. Her death might be a tragedy, a further blight on an already stormy and disappointing sort of summer, but, for some, it is not a shock. For there are those who have always distrusted that stretch of coast, that side of town. They know the tales about that place – most of them, at least – because they were told them by their grannies, who were told them by their own grannies before that.

Ultimately, though, it’s the sea that remembers her the longest. It takes its time to wash her away; untangle the strands of her hair caught in seaweed, scrub the spots of her blood from the rocks. It holds on to her glasses, which sank to the depths when she fell, bumping them around the seabed until they are cracked and cloudy. There is no hurry to erase her – no point, even. The sea doesn’t ­forget. Ever-present, it knows all of this has happened before.

And will happen again.





1

Crescombe

‘You’ll know all about that painting, then.’

Finley barely heard the taxi driver’s pronouncement, because he was fairly sure he was about to die. Since the station, they’d barrelled down country lanes, narrowly avoiding collisions with other vehicles, alarmed-looking ramblers and, at one point, several sheep. As he gripped the rucksack on his lap, Finley pictured the taxi overturning in a ditch or perhaps simply plunging into the sea – though the thought of Mollie weeping regretfully over his picture on the news was not wholly unwelcome.

‘Hero’s Bay,’ continued the driver, undeterred by Finley’s silence. ‘By that artist who drowned: George, Lord Delmore.’ He attempted an affected tone, but in his broad West Country accent the name was mostly Rs. ‘You’ll know about him and all.’

‘Erm, yeah,’ Finley said, because it seemed to be more of a statement than a question. Besides, what else was there to know, beyond the drowning? Like Van Gogh’s ear, Delmore’s death was as famous as his paintings.

A pineapple-shaped air freshener was dangling from the rear-view mirror and watching it judder was almost as nauseating as its tropical stench. As the car lurched around a hairpin bend, Finley longed for a proper view of the sea. He kept catching sight of it between the trees, glinting in the early-evening light. If it would only stay put at the horizon, perhaps staring at it would curb some of his queasiness (or did that only work at sea?).



‘Don’t rate the painting myself,’ the driver said a few minutes later, hurtling past a stop sign. ‘It’s a bit dark, a bit blotchy. Can’t even tell it’s Crescombe.’

‘No,’ agreed Finley, who wouldn’t have been able to identify any image of Crescombe.

The sea glimmered again. It was toying with him, peekaboo-ing between branches. Ordinarily, Finley thought the sea too vast, too dangerous, but today – presumably because he was hot, and the water so close – its pull was undeniable. He imagined lying at the shoreline, sand shifting beneath his back as he was gently rocked by a cooling tide . . .

The taxi vaulted over a hidden dip. As Finley bounced in his seat, half the contents of his open rucksack – which he’d been hugging to himself like a lifebuoy – went tumbling to the floor, including several books and his just-in-case juice. Leaning down to collect them, a clump of dark hair fell into his eyes and his stomach gave a dangerous tremor.

‘Here we are.’ The driver took both hands off the steering wheel to gesture ahead.

Re-emerging from his knees, Finley found they were zooming towards a group of hikers gathered at the side of the road and, in their midst, a white sign that read:

Crescombe

(‘Hero’s Bay’)

The hikers, who were all women, were clutching at the sign like it was a friend – while their real friend was wobbling on the rungs of a nearby gate, her phone aloft, trying to fit everyone into a photo. In spite of their walking clothes and rucksacks, something about this group put Finley in mind of bridesmaids posing around their bride. Or maybe he just had weddings on the brain.



‘Popular spot for photos, that,’ remarked the taxi driver. ‘They’d be better off taking it up at Westcliff, though, where he painted it. S’pose they’ll go there later. S’pose you will too.’

Finley once again noted the statement, the certainty.

‘You weren’t wanting a picture yourself?’ the driver continued.

‘Oh – no, thanks,’ said Finley, assuming this to be an empty offer, considering the sign and its bridal party were now specks beyond the rear windscreen.

Even so, he winced to imagine that photo; how clammy and awkward he’d look – and how overdressed, because it had been far chillier in Edinburgh that morning, and now he was too worried he’d sweated through his T-shirt to remove his jumper.

What would be the point of a picture, anyway? He never posted on social media, and it wasn’t as though he had anyone to send it to, aside from his mum. Most of his closest friends – the ones from university – had now drifted exclusively into Mollie’s orbit. In any case, the whole point of coming to Crescombe was to keep a low profile, so it seemed counterproductive to advertise his presence when, by and large, he just wanted people to forget about him. Assuming they hadn’t already.

‘It doesn’t get the same attention as places like Woolacombe or Clovelly,’ mused the taxi driver. ‘If it wasn’t for the painting, nobody would come here. But there’s something about Crescombe, you’ll see.’

This comment, which sounded slightly muffled due to the popping in Finley’s ears, was intriguing enough to rouse him from self-pity. They had begun a sharp descent and, having emerged from their wooded surroundings, he now had a clear view of the bay below, where little houses and boats fringed an arc of yellow beach. At either end, the coastline curved, so its eastern and western points curled back towards its body, like the claws of a crab.



Beyond was all sea. It leaked between Crescombe’s pincers, spilling out towards the sky. Perhaps it had been that talk of Delmore, and drowning, but it all looked far less welcoming than in Finley’s imaginings of this moment: the water was greyer, rougher; even at this distance he could see it frothing against the shore.

He had been right before: the sea was too vast, too dangerous. But there was no turning back now. He was expected, and he’d come a long way to be here – or rather, to be anywhere but there. Better, then, to submerge himself in it all – the unfamiliar surroundings, the solitude, even this terrible taxi ride – and let the next month wash over him until he was ready to resurface.

Upon seeing Crockers Nest, Finley’s first thought was that it looked lonely. Jutting from the end of a natural ledge that snaked around the middle of the cliff, the guesthouse felt far removed from the vibrant seafront that had just flashed by. Undoubtedly, it was the last building in Crescombe – though in the evening gloom, the tall stone structure hardly seemed like a building at all, more an extension of the jagged cliff face at its back.

Still, anything felt more inviting than getting back in that taxi, so Finley shouldered his rucksack and began to drag his suitcase along a precipitous driveway. Tucked into the guesthouse’s weathered stonework, he found a teal front door that smelled freshly painted, and was just reaching for its whale-tail knocker when a family of four emerged from the other side. Eagerly, they eyed his taxi, but before Finley could warn them about the driver, another figure wafted over the threshold, her floaty multicoloured dress and stream of chatter putting him in mind of a talkative tropical fish.

‘ . . . Oh look, there’s a taxi here already, that’s a bit of luck! You take this one, then, my loves, and I’ll cancel the—’ She broke off as she spotted Finley. ‘Oh, here he is!’



‘Hi, Lorraine.’

He hadn’t seen her for years, but she looked much the same as she did in the framed photograph at his parents’ house, where she and his mum were perched on a pub wall with pints: her shoulder-­length hair was still fluffy and blonde, her make-up still a little overdone, and she had retained that twinkle in her smiling eyes.

Waggling an admonishing finger at him, she announced, ‘The last time I saw you, young man, you were piddling in a paddling pool!’

‘So, quite a long time ago!’ Finley spluttered, lest the assembled onlookers – who now included the taxi driver – thought him some twenty-eight-year-old pervert who lurked around kids’ gardens.

Lorraine merely laughed. ‘Come here – give your godmother a squeeze . . .’

She opened her arms so wide she might’ve meant to squeeze the whole driveway. Reluctantly, Finley allowed himself to be scooped into a tight embrace, acutely aware of how sweaty he was in his jumper, and that people were watching, and that he hardly even knew this woman . . .

Eventually, she released him, waved off her other guests, then took his arm and led him into Crockers Nest, breathlessly enquiring about everything from his journey to his family, before informing him that his accent was ever so nice – an impressive observation, Finley felt, considering he’d hardly said anything at all. 

The guesthouse’s entrance hall was brighter and more modern than he had anticipated, largely due to a new-looking skylight that illuminated its whitewashed walls and a mint-coloured carpet still as fuzzy as a show home’s. Still, it contained nods to the building’s history and proximity to the sea, such as the artful arrangements of shells and pebbles on the mantlepieces, and the reception desk whose top seemed to be propped up by three old and slightly ­pungent barrels.

‘Now, your room’s right at the top . . .’



At this, Finley expected them to head up the main staircase, but instead Lorraine beckoned him through a side door, where they emerged at the foot of a much narrower, spiralling set of steps. Clearly, this was part of the original building, and Finley experienced a little thrill as they began to ascend: it felt like they were exploring an old lighthouse.

‘I was sorry to hear about your bookshop closing, love,’ Lorraine called over her shoulder.

‘Oh,’ said Finley, immediately downcast again, ‘thanks. Though it wasn’t really my—’

‘And about . . . Mollie, was it?’ Lorraine looked around, ­forcing them both to stop. ‘Your mum told me that and all. What a ­little cow.’

Finley presumed this last remark referred to Mollie, rather than his mum, and felt a deeply ingrained need to defend her: ‘She’s fine – it’s all fine.’ Though as he stared down at the handle of his suitcase, his despondency deepened. ‘It was ages ago now . . .’

‘Doesn’t matter,’ said Lorraine firmly. ‘Doesn’t mean it won’t still hurt. Took me years to get over The Dickhead. Years.’

The Dickhead, Finley assumed, was Lorraine’s ex-husband, an accountant who’d had an affair with his secretary – which suggested to Finley a lack of originality as well as moral fibre. In response to this infidelity, Lorraine had extracted vast sums from him in the divorce (‘Not so good with money now, is he?’ Finley’s dad had chuckled) with which, just under a year ago, she’d moved to North Devon and bought the then dilapidated Crockers Nest.

‘I understand, is what I’m saying,’ she went on. ‘And if you ever need to talk, I’m right here.’ She jabbed a pink fingernail towards the step on which she’d stopped.

‘Thanks,’ muttered Finley, both embarrassed and a little clearer as to why she’d agreed to have him to stay for the summer. ‘And thanks for all of this, for putting me up . . .’



Lorraine smiled and, to his relief, continued to climb the stairs, her brightly coloured dress rippling around her ankles. ‘I’ll be expecting you to pull your weight!’ she trilled. ‘I’ve plenty of jobs for you!’

‘Of course,’ said Finley, who had hoped for this: he wanted all the distractions this place had to offer.

‘It’s only admin, really,’ admitted Lorraine. ‘Although—’ She stopped and spun around again. ‘You’re a historian, aren’t you, Finley?’

‘A classicist,’ he said, before clarifying, ‘I mean, I studied Classics at uni.’

‘History, Classics . . .’ Lorraine gave a sweep of her hand to denote same thing. ‘Because I’ve been thinking, I could maybe use you for my little research project. I’ve been looking into the history of this place, you see, and especially into the Crockers themselves. They were smugglers, you know.’

‘Really?’ said Finley, recalling those barrels at reception, his interest piqued once more.

A few moments later, both a little out of breath, they reached the top of the spiralling stairs, where there was a lone arched door that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a chapel. Producing a key dangling from a crocheted seagull, Lorraine explained, ‘Now, the handle gets a bit sticky sometimes, so you might need to give it a rattle.’ She duly demonstrated, then nudged open the door, saying, ‘Here we are: home sweet—Oh, for God’s sake!’

A cold blast rushed over the threshold. It ruffled Finley’s hair and snuck beneath his jumper, irresistibly reminding him of books he had read about the discovery of ancient tombs, and the hiss of stale, trapped air escaping for the first time in centuries.

Lorraine, meanwhile, had dived into the room and thrown her weight against the round window on the far wall, which had blown open. ‘Bloody thing,’ she panted, pushing against the wind, ‘always coming loose . . .’



While she resecured the latch, Finley stooped to pick up the local leaflets that the breeze had scattered across the floor and took in his new surroundings. It was a small, square room, its walls comprising either wooden panels or wooden cupboards. In addition to the window – which he now saw ­was fashioned like a large porthole – this gave the impression he had just walked into a ship’s cabin.

‘Here, come and look at the view,’ said Lorraine. ‘It’s the best in the house – the best in Crescombe.’

Unlike the local taxi driver, who had barely bothered with the town’s second syllable, Lorraine drew it out until it rhymed with tomb. Obediently, Finley joined her at the window, and suddenly the floor felt unsteady, as though he really were on a ship. After all those stairs, he had guessed they were high up – and he had already seen how precariously Crockers Nest was perched on the cliff ledge. Nevertheless, it was still a shock to peer beyond the round window’s flimsy-looking safety bars; to see that there was very little between himself and the water.

‘We’re right at the eastern tip of the bay here,’ explained ­Lorraine, oblivious to his discomfort. ‘That’s the beach, of course’ – she tapped at the glass – ‘and the main bit of town behind it. And up there, that’s Westcliff, where Delmore painted Hero’s Bay.’

Still feeling apathetic towards Crescombe’s most famous export, Finley forced his gaze towards the long stretch of sand to his left, then up towards the darkening mass of land on the other side of the water.

‘It’s all a crescent, see?’ continued Lorraine, tracing the shape on the window. ‘They think that’s why it’s called Crescombe.’

Finley tried to make an interested noise, but had returned to staring at the encroaching sea below, mesmerised by the way its foam marbled after it had lashed against the rocks.



Lorraine, perhaps sensing his attention was elsewhere, asked, ‘Are you hungry, love? I could heat you up some spag bol or something?’

‘Oh, I’m okay, thanks,’ said Finley, taking a step back from the window and almost tripping over his suitcase. ‘I ate before, at the station,’ he added, untruthfully.

‘You sure?’

Lorraine looked surprised, even disappointed. There was a small pause, which was probably only noticeable because she was so talkative, but made Finley wonder whether she, like he, was weighing up what they were to one another. Now, was he principally her godson, guest or employee?

‘Well, all the info you’ll need about Crockers Nest and the town and whatnot is in the folder,’ she continued, a touch more business-like than before. ‘And let me know if you have any issues. We’ve just had this room done up and you’re the first to stay here – my guinea pig, if you like.’

Finley, who hadn’t known this, wondered what – if any – issues she was anticipating. Before he could ask, however, Lorraine had returned to the door, where she knocked at the neighbouring wooden panel saying, ‘It’s like a cave under here, the walls are that much of a mess. Must’ve been where the servants lived or something. I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?’

‘Sorry?’

The twinkle returned to her eyes as she ducked out of the door. ‘In our research . . .’

Finley waited until her footsteps on the stairs had faded, then tapped his phone to the sensor on his arm. He’d done a lot of snacking on the train, so was surprised to find his blood sugar wasn’t too bad. After a brief search, he located a kitchenette inside what was essentially another cupboard, and with a heavy feeling he couldn’t entirely attribute to tiredness or even heartache, he unloaded his insulin into the fridge. Between a pint of milk and what looked like a local ale, he then slotted his just-in-case juice; he would need more supplies tomorrow.

On closing the fridge door, Finley became aware of a faint ­floral smell, as if Lorraine had spritzed around some room fragrance before his arrival. Still, this was all a vast improvement on the last place he’d lived – a dingy flat off Leith Walk that had smelled of damp and his housemate’s weed – so Finley strove to ignore the niggling feeling that coming here hadn’t been his most rational decision, and began to unpack.

He got as far as laying out all the books he had brought – most of them vestiges of The Book Bothy’s closing-down sale – before flopping back onto the striped covers of the single bed and reaching for his phone. More out of habit than any genuine interest, Finley began to scroll through various updates from people he wouldn’t exactly call friends, until – with a jolt that rivalled what he’d felt on seeing that vertiginous view – he spotted a familiar profile and the words HEN DO!!!

Don’t, Finley thought, even as he tapped on the first picture. Don’t do it to yourself.

The party must have been organised by Mollie’s screechy schoolfriends, because everyone was decked out in matching pink sashes and those stupid bobbing headbands. Still, Mollie looked happy enough – more than happy, Finley realised, an invisible weight pressing at his chest, emptying his lungs, as he drank in the sight of her freckles, her dimples, her shiny red hair . . .

In one picture, he spotted Fiona, which was another unpleasant surprise. His sister might have known Mollie just as long as he had, but her presence there felt highly disloyal. Still, Finley gleaned some satisfaction from the tight-lipped expression on Fiona’s bony face – almost certainly a reaction to the penis-shaped straw poking out of her drink.



Eventually, Finley dropped the phone onto the bedcovers and stared up at the low wood-panelled ceiling (really, this room was almost reminiscent of a sauna), trying to distract himself from the images of Mollie and her friends still imprinted on his vision. He considered sneaking out to find some chips – maybe eating them on the beach, where he could make a start on one of his books. After all, coming to Crescombe was his chance to get back to things like reading; to get back to himself.

He must have fallen asleep, though, because the next thing he knew it was dark, and he was cold. Groggily, he pushed himself up, and it took him a moment to remember where he was. The porthole window had blown open again. He groped for the switch on the bedside lamp – it was darker here than it would be in ­Edinburgh right now – and then stumbled across the room, the cold air ­stinging his bleary eyes.

This time, he braced himself for the view when he peered beyond the spindly safety bars, and whereas before the sea had been advancing upon the cliff shelf, now the invasion seemed ­complete. Logically, Finley knew that there must still be something of the ledge left beyond the footprint of the guesthouse, yet at this hour – and with the tide as high as it was – Crockers Nest appeared entirely surrounded by dense, dark water.

Hastily, Finley pushed the window shut with a clunk, then examined the stiff latch for a moment, marvelling at how strong the wind must have been to dislodge it. But when he looked back at the window, his heart lurched: on the other side of the glass, a pale face was looming out of the night, staring straight at him.

With a grunt of shock, Finley staggered backwards, before his sleep-addled mind made sense of what he was really seeing: his own reflection, peering back at him from the dark glass.

Heart hammering, he forced his focus beyond his anxious face, towards the distant lights of Crescombe, but continued to feel strange: clammy, and a little lightheaded, as if he’d been climbing a misty mountainside. Presumably it was only tiredness or his blood sugar, because in reality he had never felt closer to sea level; he could still hear the water’s endless churning. The sound followed him back to bed, where he lay awake for a long time, listening to the sea’s deep, rhythmic breaths until, eventually, they merged with his own.
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Oh, look – you’re new.
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The Drowned Painter

Finley awoke early, roused by the keening of seagulls and that steady pulse of the sea, which was quieter now, as though the beast that had spent the night thrashing against the rocks was now at slumber. The view from his room was also less unsettling this morning; the low sun was beaming straight into the bay, and Crescombe Beach was glittering at the collar of the land like a gold necklace. Experimentally, Finley prodded at the weighty latch of the large porthole window and, when it didn’t budge, wondered whether he might have dreamed it blowing open.

Regardless, he felt brighter by the time he emerged through the teal front door of Crockers Nest, especially after pausing to glance back at the guesthouse. He identified his room, far above, by its round window – and the fact that it protruded from the top of the building like a princess’s turret. It was, as he had suspected, the highest point of Crockers Nest, though it didn’t look quite as perilous as it had felt last night, and he was reassured that it seemed firmly embedded in the cliff face behind.

He turned to stare out at the open expanse of the Bristol ­Channel, breathing in the fresh, briny air, and was just pondering where he might find breakfast this early when something caught his eye: carved into the rock beyond his feet were lumpy steps, zig-zagging right down to the water. The sea was a sculptor, Finley knew, but they looked too deliberate to be natural, and he wondered whether he was looking down on a fisherman’s shortcut – or perhaps, he thought, recalling Lorraine’s words about the Crocker family, this route had once been used by smugglers.

It was this intriguing idea that drew Finley down the uneven footholds, his fingertips digging into the rough stone at his side, for there was nothing in the way of a handrail. At one point, the rest of the rocky slope even seemed to fall away, and Finley was suddenly left sidling next to a sheer drop into the water. Gasping, he managed to scramble onwards, though only because, twenty metres or so below, the milky green water looked still and calm, almost inviting . . .

At the base of the steps, Finley discovered a small beach. Judging by its wet sand, it had been entirely underwater only hours ago, which made it feel secret, almost enchanted – as did the fact that perched between the humps of a rock just off its shore was a mermaid.

But no, of course she wasn’t; she was just a girl – a woman – sitting there in a black swimming costume. She had her back to him, and was gathering up her long, tangled hair, which must have been dark blonde when dry, but now, dripping in the low sunlight, had an almost greenish hue. As she began scrunching it into a heap on the top of her head, Finley backed away – he didn’t want her to think he was spying – but the crunch of tiny shells beneath his trainers made her pause, her hands still in her hair.

‘There’s no need to leave because of me.’

Unlike her words, her tone was not encouraging. So much so that Finley wondered whether he’d stumbled across a private beach – though if it was private, surely it belonged to Crockers Nest?

‘Sorry,’ he said, to be on the safe side. ‘I didn’t realise—I’m staying at the guesthouse.’

As she twisted to look at him, her hair fell back over her shoulders in soggy tendrils, like frayed rope. She was pale and lean, with a narrow face and wide-set eyes, which did not entirely dispel Finley’s suspicion that he had disturbed some mythical water spirit – an encounter, he knew, that was unlikely to end well for him.

After a few moments passed in which she simply stared at him, he felt obliged to fill the silence: ‘I only just arrived last night.’

‘Yes,’ she said, her gaze drifting down towards his trainers, which were already sandy and sodden.

In turn, he looked at her, suddenly noting she had nothing with her; no bag, no dry clothes, not even a pair of flip-flops.

‘Did you swim here?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’

‘From where?’

She gestured vaguely over the water, which could have meant the small harbour opposite, or the western tip of Crescombe, or perhaps the middle of the Atlantic. The sea rippled gently beneath her arm, like a silken sleeve, but Finley could still picture how it had seethed in the dark the previous night.

‘Is it safe?’ he asked doubtfully.

Her brow furrowed. ‘It’s the sea.’

‘Right, yeah,’ he said, feeling foolish. ‘I just meant— I heard the weather’s really changeable here.’

She neither confirmed nor denied this, instead asking, ‘Are you going to be here a lot?’ She glanced at the cliff behind him. ‘No one ever comes down those steps.’

Finley wasn’t sure how to respond: did she or didn’t she mind him being here? Given her general demeanour was almost hostile, she might have been warning him and, once more, he thought of the water women in legends, like the selkies who shed their skins to come on land – and the misfortune that came with trying to catch one.

‘Well, see you,’ she said, apparently now bored with their conversation – if it could even be classed as that.

She stood up, revealing a figure more sinewy than skinny. Without a trace of self-consciousness, she stretched, her muscles visibly shifting around her shoulder blades, and, with a little leap, disappeared under the water.

He waited for her to re-emerge: five seconds, ten seconds . . . surely thirty seconds by now . . . As the small splash her dive had made subsided, he began to grow uneasy. Where was she? Had she banged her head on a rock, or become tangled in seaweed? Or what if – and this was ludicrous, but the whole encounter had been so strange – what if he had simply imagined her?

Then she bobbed up, further than where he’d been looking, her hair now plastered to her head, her profile as sleek as a seal’s. He expected her to turn and smirk, acknowledge she’d been messing with him (had she been messing with him?). But she just kept swimming, her long arms carving through the smooth water, and she didn’t look back.

After reascending the steps to Crockers Nest, ­Finley joined a ­section of coastal footpath snaking out from behind the guesthouse. For about ten minutes, he walked through an untended passage of greenery, until he arrived at the eastern edge of Crescombe Beach. It was already dotted with bright towels and windbreaks, a few families paddling and playing ball games at the shoreline, and a great number of dogs zooming around the expanse of wet sand.

Finley wished Mollie was here. Before he could stop himself, he was picturing how she might look; her fair skin shiny with sun cream, her toenails freshly painted. Maybe she’d even have brought that enormous hat from their holiday in Menorca, which he’d had to protect on his lap for most of the plane ride home.

In an attempt to escape these imaginings, Finley eschewed the beach and stuck instead to the paved promenade that ran parallel, where the owners of little shops and eateries were rolling up ­security shutters and setting out tables and chairs. Until, around the halfway point of this walkway, where the curved ends of eastern and western Crescombe looked equidistant, Finley encountered two, more unexpected sights. The first was a shed-like structure with large wooden wheels that looked like a cross between a beach hut and a traditional travellers’ caravan. It was dark purple, with a border of hand-painted flowers garlanding each side, and a sign that read:

DAWN OF A NEW DAY

fortune teller

crystallomancy, palmistry, taromancy, tasseomancy (for other spiritual guidance, enquire within)

The idea of fortune telling intimidated Finley – experience had taught him that the future was rarely pleasanter than the past – so he turned his attention to the promenade’s other incongruous sight. Lodged in a block of concrete was a bronze sculpture of an anchor and a paintbrush, entwined together like a coat of arms. Its scale was puzzling: either the anchor was extremely small, or the paintbrush much too big.

Nailed into the concrete was a plaque:

In memory of the crew of The Persephone, who perished off the coast of Crescombe 

on 30 August 1840

And of George, Lord Delmore, who drowned swimming to their aid

Finley’s gaze drifted to the base of the monument, where two ­bouquets of flowers had been left – one of them some time ago, ­judging by its wilting petals. He was just wondering about the sort of ­person who left tributes for victims of a historical ­shipwreck when an arch voice in his ear said, ‘If you think that’s odd, ­sometimes they leave art supplies.’



Finley spun around to find a woman standing just behind him. She must have been in her fifties, though her sweep of short hair was very dark. Where had she come from? ­As far as he’d been aware, this part of the promenade had been deserted. He wondered whether she might have jogged here, because she was dressed in leggings, trainers and an overlarge sweatshirt. But, incongruously, she was also sipping from a dainty, gold-rimmed teacup, the kind he often saw in the windows of charity shops.

‘Erm . . . art supplies?’ he repeated, nonplussed.

‘Yes – pencils, paintbrushes, that sort of thing. Unhinged, isn’t it? But that’s the cult of Delmore for you.’ She gestured at the monument with her teacup, before continuing, ‘Of course, that eyesore’s only really there for him.’

‘Delmore, you mean?’ asked Finley, unsure exactly how he’d been drawn into this conversation.

‘Yes – because there were dozens of shipwrecks along this bit of coast,’ she explained, before nodding towards the curve of West Crescombe. ‘Morte Point, which is a few miles that way, was even named for them. But the only monument to a shipwreck is right here, and that’s because of Delmore. It’s for you tourists.’

‘Oh, I’m not a tourist,’ said Finley quickly.

‘No?’

She raised an eyebrow, and he could almost hear her thinking, Then why are you here?

He wanted to ask the same of her. She sounded local and was clearly knowledgeable about the area, so perhaps she ran some sort of walking tour and was passing the time before her shift.

‘I’m just helping out my godmother for the summer,’ he said, in answer to her unasked question. ‘She runs Crockers Nest, and I’m . . .’ He trailed off, because the woman had visibly tensed at the mention of the guesthouse. ‘You know it?’

‘I know of it.’



Her gaze flicked towards the way he had come, her expression guarded. Until that point, everything about her clothes to the way she had struck up this conversation had been casual, almost careless. The sudden change in her was disquieting.

Before Finley could discover the reason for it, however, she became chatty again: ‘Well, tourist or not, if you need a little guidance while you’re here, you know where to find me . . .’ She took a few steps towards the fortune teller’s hut, rapping her knuckles against its side, like she was knocking on wood for luck.

‘Wait, you’re . . . ?’ Finley gaped between her and the sign that started dawn of a new day, whose owner he hadn’t expected to look quite so like a PE teacher. 

‘Well, I haven’t put all my gear on just yet,’ she said, as though reading his mind (was she reading his mind?). ‘But yes, that’s me – Dawn.’

Finley re-examined the sign, as though it might have contained some kind of heads-up about her identity, then asked, ‘What’s ­tasseo—?’

‘Tea leaves,’ she said at once, and with a hint of impatience suggesting this was far from the first time she had been asked this. ‘Tasseomancy is tea leaves.’ She waggled her own cup. ‘I can read yours if you like? Make us a fresh brew?’

Finley now suspected that this hadn’t been a chance encounter, and that her shed or beach hut or whatever it was had been parked next to Delmore’s monument deliberately, in order that she might ensnare the tourists who gravitated towards it.

‘Erm, maybe another time,’ he said, once again unenthused by the idea of being informed of a grim future – especially in a confined space by this mercurial person.

She gave an impassive sort of shrug, then seemed to lose interest in him, offering a few half-hearted pleasantries (How long was he staying? Had he visited The Delmore Experience yet?) before disappearing back into her hut. Finley could see her shadowy form beyond its beaded curtain, presumably where she was eyeing the promenade for impressionable tourists like a birdwatcher in a hide.

And with this thought, Finley wondered whether all of their conversation had been premeditated. There was nothing wrong with Crockers Nest. Her reaction ­– those amateur dramatics – must simply have been her attempt to unsettle him into having his fortune told. He shook his head as he continued along the promenade, trying to reframe their whole encounter, and striving to dislodge her words – I know of it – from his mind.

Aside from its name, The Drowned Painter appeared to be a fairly standard small-town pub. Tucked away in the sloped backstreets behind the beach, it was a warren of threadbare carpets, low beamed ceilings, and walls saturated with nautical paraphernalia: old buoys, fishing nets, historical prints of boat schedules.

After peeking into the pub’s noisy dining room, where several young families had been penned, Finley opted for the quieter bar room. Its only occupants were a trio of men, and a blonde barmaid doodling by the till, none of whom paid him any attention as he settled himself at a wobbly table by the dormant fireplace.

This suited Finley, who laid his book on the sticky tabletop and began to study the laminated dinner menu. Almost immediately, however, his eye was drawn to a large framed print of Hero’s Bay hanging opposite the bar. Finley had already spotted Delmore’s painting all over Crescombe during his wanderings that day – on postcards and guidebooks, around chocolate bars and sticks of rock – but this was the biggest rendering he had seen so far, and it prompted him to consider the night-time seascape anew.

Now he had his bearings a little, he could appreciate that the painting’s almost impressionistic view looked over the water towards East Crescombe, and so somewhere in its shadowy sliver of land Crockers Nest would be tucked – or whatever Crockers Nest had been back then. Like a vast, oily puddle, the sea swelled below it in a dark rainbow of blues, indigos and greys, a sight ­Finley found simultaneously beautiful and unnerving.

Yet his gaze was soon caught by the light. It blazed down from the top of the painting, though from no obvious source – at least, none that any art historians had ever agreed upon. So, despite its brightness against the murky night, Finley thought it was more the beam’s incongruity, its mystery, that made it impossible to ignore . . .

‘Megan, for the last time, will you keep this animal away from next door – he’s just eaten four chicken goujons!’

Finley wrenched his gaze from the painting to see a large, red-faced man bustle into the room, trailed by a black cocker spaniel. The barmaid too looked up from her drawing towards this newcomer and, with a jolt, Finley realised she was the swimmer he’d met that morning, on the little beach beneath Crockers Nest.

‘Oh,’ she said, noticing him as well, ‘it’s you.’

She didn’t sound particularly surprised, though Finley supposed Crescombe was so small it was normal to bump into the same people over and over. She was wearing a shapeless white T-shirt, which was half hanging off one shoulder, faded jeans, and had tied back her hair into a long straggly ponytail. All in all, she looked a lot more ordinary than she had earlier – or would have done, had it not been for those wide-set eyes, which still gave her the look of something amphibious.

A soft thump around Finley’s knees alerted him to the fact that the dog was now nudging at him, wagging not only his tail but the entire back half of his body. Finley bent to pet him. He liked dogs; they were cheerful and loyal and uncomplicated. He and Mollie had sometimes talked of getting one, and he had loved those conversations because a dog would have been a precursor to marriage, and children. A dog would have meant forever.



‘What’s his name?’ he asked the girl, Megan, who was peering over the bar at them.

‘Skipper.’

‘Is he yours?’

‘Unfortunately,’ she said, though without conviction.

‘He’s her familiar!’ called her colleague and, judging by the way Megan rolled her eyes, it was not the first time this joke had been aired.

Still, as Finley continued to stroke the dog’s glossy black fur – which was difficult, because the animal was practically bouncing with joy – he couldn’t help but reflect that Skipper was almost the total opposite of his owner: dark, stumpy, friendly.

The large man, it soon emerged, was The Drowned Painter’s landlord, Keith, and a far more efficient host than Megan, because before Finley knew it, there was a pint on his rickety table, and fish and chips were being prepared for him in the kitchen. Megan, meanwhile, had been tasked with loading glasses into a crate, and was doing so with frequent, furtive glances towards Finley’s feet, upon which Skipper had finally settled.

The landlord was also a lot more interested in Finley than the other occupants of the bar had been, and within a few minutes had extracted from him his name, where he was from, and where he was staying.

‘Crockers Nest, eh?’ he mused, tucking his doughy hands into his apron pocket, while the men at the bar looked up from their pints. ‘Didn’t think we’d see that place open again . . . Well, I’m sure she’s done a good job with it – what’s she called, Lorraine?’

‘I heard she’s opened up that top room,’ piped up one of the drinkers, who was wiry and red-nosed.

‘Yeah, that’s where I’m staying,’ Finley told him.

‘Lucky you’re not a female, then,’ he muttered, before being elbowed by his sniggering neighbour.



Puzzled, Finley looked between them. ‘What do you mean?’

‘He doesn’t mean anything,’ Keith assured him. ‘He’s full of nonsense already. So, Finley,’ he continued, before Finley could pursue the point, ‘what do you think it is, then?’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘The light, in the painting,’ said the landlord, nodding towards Hero’s Bay on the opposite wall. ‘I saw you looking at it – any ideas?’

‘I thought nobody knew?’ said Finley, who had the vague impression that it was this unknown quality, as much as any aesthetic merit, that had solidified the painting’s status as an iconic work of British art.

‘Doesn’t mean there aren’t theories,’ said the landlord. ‘There’s no harm in guessing.’

Finley considered the golden light beaming from the top of the otherwise dark and hazy seascape. It put him in mind of a nativity book he’d had as a child, and the overlarge, overbright illustration of the star; it looked like a light to be followed.

‘Is it some kind of signal light?’ he suggested. ‘I don’t suppose there was a lighthouse anywhere around there?’

There were gentle guffaws from the bar stools.

‘Only a coastguard’s cottage,’ said Keith, with an amused smile. ‘And that’s over the other side of the hill – you wouldn’t have seen it from Westcliff, where he painted it.’

Finley thought that might be the end of the conversation, but then one of the occupants of the bar stools – who had a flat cap pulled low over his eyes – said, ‘It’s obviously the moon.’

‘It’s not the moon,’ said the landlord at once. ‘It’s too yellow to be the moon.’

‘The moon can be yellow,’ insisted Flat Cap. ‘You get ­harvest moons and that, don’t you? It’s the moon, gone fuzzy through cloud.’



‘Looks more like the sun than the moon,’ remarked the stringy man who had mentioned the top room of Crockers Nest. ‘Those hazy lines around it – they’re like sunbeams.’

‘It’s definitely not the sun,’ said Keith firmly. ‘It’s night-time!’

Megan, Finley noticed, was wearing a glazed expression, and he wondered whether – like the comment about Skipper being her familiar ­– this was far from the first time this conversation had played out in this bar room. Perhaps Keith and his friends put on this performance for all the tourists.

‘I reckon it’s a spirit,’ said the youngest of the trio, who was wearing paint-spattered overalls. ‘It’s probably that ghost that walks the cliff path . . .’

‘Crescombe has a ghost?’ broke in Finley, intrigued.

Keith chuckled. ‘It has several, depending on how many of the stories you believe.’

‘You might as well go the whole hog and say it’s heaven!’ cried Flat Cap. ‘That’s what I heard a tourist say once. She thought that the light was a glimpse of the afterlife – the pearly gates, you know – and that, when he was painting it, Delmore had had a premonition of his own death.’

Something about this suggestion caused a chill to seep down Finley’s spine. The men at the bar, however, were chuckling more than ever.

‘Sounds like something Dawn would say!’ cried the red-nosed man, before turning to his neighbour in overalls. ‘I s’pose you believe in the curse and all?’

‘Maybe I do,’ said the younger man, seriously. Then, in response to Finley’s enquiring – or perhaps wary – expression, he explained, ‘They say it’s cursed, Hero’s Bay. ’Cause of what happened to ­Delmore. They say that it brings bad luck, that it brings death . . .’

A crashing noise stopped him short, and almost sent Finley toppling off his chair: Megan had slammed down her crate of glasses. In the silence that followed, she asked Keith, ‘Where do you want these?’

This put paid to the discussion, and as the men swivelled back towards the bar, Finley gazed down at his unopened book, Underworlds. A leaving present from Duncan at The Book Bothy, it was a fiction anthology based on the bit-players of Greek mythology, and ordinarily Finley would have been keen to lose himself in its pages. But all that talk of ghosts and curses and unexplained lights was rooting him firmly – unusually – in the here and now.

‘He likes you.’

He looked up to find Megan bearing a small caddy stuffed with napkins, a knife and fork, and sachets of sauces, peering under the table at a now-snoozing Skipper. Finley, who had become used to the warm soft weight of the dog on his feet and had almost forgotten he was there, said, ‘I’m sure he likes everyone.’

Megan looked as though she were considering a smile as she deposited the cutlery and condiments. ‘True.’

Encouraged by this more receptive expression, and the way her gaze had flicked towards Hero’s Bay on the wall, Finley asked, ‘What do you think that light is?’

Momentarily, Megan looked thrown. Maybe no one had ever asked her opinion on this before. A second later, however, she shrugged.

‘I know what it is.’ She nodded back at the bar, where Keith and his friends were complaining about Crescombe’s imminent Art Festival. ‘So do they – they’re only messing with you. Everyone around here knows, they just don’t like to tell.’

She turned to go and Finley assumed that this was the last she had to say on the matter; that she, like the others, was protective of Crescombe’s secrets. But something – perhaps the sight of her dog’s head on his feet – seemed to give her pause, because she said, ‘You were almost right before: it’s a smuggler’s signal.’



‘Really?’ said Finley, though when he considered those steps he’d scrambled down earlier, the idea didn’t seem too outlandish.

Megan nodded. ‘They used to take lanterns out onto the top of the cliff to signal to ships coming up the Channel. That’s what the light is.’

A sense of wonder began to steal through Finley: in this small pub, on this otherwise unremarkable Saturday evening, had he really just learned the answer to this centuries-old mystery? It seemed unbelievable – perhaps too unbelievable, and with a sinking feeling, Finley wondered whether Megan too was having a little fun at his expense.

Nevertheless, he asked, ‘Do you think Delmore knew what the light was?’

‘Maybe.’ Megan shrugged again. ‘He stayed here a whole ­summer, he could’ve heard what was going on.’

This interested Finley, who was about to ask her to elaborate when a distant bark caused Skipper to jump awake, sniffing the air. Megan moved to grab his collar, but too late: the dog had bolted, knocking over an old umbrella holder on his way out of the bar room.

‘Megan!’

At Keith’s strangled yell, she departed, though without any great haste. A little disappointed, Finley sat back in his seat, idly flipping over Underworlds to study the book’s back cover. But he wasn’t really seeing it; he was too aware of the painting still in the periphery of his vision, and in particular that enigmatic glow. Even out of the corner of his eye, it was so bright that it seemed to shine right out of the frame – right at him – making Finley feel a little exposed, as though he had strayed into an expectant spotlight.





[image: Images]

What are you doing here?

I’ve been watching you for days, but I still don’t understand how you’ve washed up on our shore. You’re lonely, I think. Well, there are worse things to be.

You need to be careful. This place isn’t safe, even for someone like you. Especially for someone like you. You have no idea what we do here, who we are here.

You must not find out.
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The Delmore Experience

George, Lord Delmore 

(1818–1840)

George Etienne Delmore, 3rd Baron Delmore, was an English Romantic and pre-Impressionist artist. During his short life, he produced an impressive body of work, though he is most famous for his iconic final painting, Hero’s Bay. 

In July 1840, Delmore came to Crescombe, where he stayed here, at Westcliff House, then the residence of town developer Ambrose Montgomery. Over the course of that summer, ­Delmore painted his masterpiece. 

Shortly after completing Hero’s Bay, Delmore died attempting to swim to the aid of a ship that had foundered on the area’s notoriously perilous coastline. This tragedy cut short the career of an artist only just finding his style, and one who undoubtedly would have made an even greater contribution to English art. 

After reading the printed panel, Finley blinked, a little surprised to find himself standing in the marble-clad entrance hall of The Delmore Experience. Unlike most, he hadn’t come to Crescombe for the artist, so hadn’t planned on visiting the town’s premier tourist destination. But that conversation in the pub the ­previous night had made him a little curious – curious enough to walk from Crockers Nest to the opposite side of the bay, where the boxy mansion-turned-museum perched on the western cliff, its pillared façade and long narrow windows putting him in mind of a slightly shrunken Buckingham Palace.

Accompanying the introductory panel was a self-portrait of the artist. Delmore – in his own imagination, at least – had been very handsome, with russet-coloured hair, dark eyes and fine features. In fact, there was something a little too self-assured about his slumped posture and the upward curve of his mouth – though Finley couldn’t pretend that if he’d been able to paint he wouldn’t have immortalised himself as an Adonis, or at least a bit taller.

He made short work of the museum’s first room, which related the artist’s idyllic, uneventful childhood on his family’s estate in Kent, and felt similarly unenthused as he moved into the neighbouring Royal Academy gallery. Delmore had attended the famous art school for just a year, and other than a few anatomical sketches he had submitted for his application, most of the displays consisted of letters the restless artist had written at the time, especially to his mother, the red wax on their accompanying envelopes imprinted with an insignia of two mermaids and a shield – the family crest, Finley presumed.

‘Delmore was a Romantic,’ said a loud voice, and Finley turned to find a squat, bustling woman leading a tour group into the room. ‘And I mean Romantic with a capital R. He loved sweeping landscapes and epic stories. His style was naturally big and bold, but, unfortunately for him, Impressionism was still half a century away. Instead, the age of Realism was about to begin; the art of the everyday, the everyman . . .’

Which Delmore certainly wasn’t, thought Finley, drifting into the next room.

This was dedicated to Delmore’s grand tour – that rite of passage he’d had in common with many other wealthy young men of the age. As Finley studied a map of Europe on which Delmore’s route to and around Italy could be traced, he wondered – not for the first time – what would have happened if he’d taken up that opportunity to spend a year of his degree studying in Greece, rather than staying in St Andrews to protect his then new relationship with Mollie. Perhaps this was why it rankled slightly to see Delmore’s Italian work turn classical; to be surrounded by images of mythical scenes – Romulus and Remus in the wolf’s den, Aeneas’s escape from Troy – reanimated in Delmore’s confident brushstrokes.

During his time abroad, it seemed Delmore had developed another interest: women. Because at least half the Grand Tour Gallery was devoted to female nudes. Finley told himself to be a grown-up about this – it was art, after all ­– but it was difficult to look at these figures draped over chairs and chaises longues without feeling a little flustered. They were undeniably sensual, not just in their nakedness, but in their knowing, playful expressions (he was trying to focus on their faces).

The next room covered Delmore’s return to England and, once again, it was divided between landscapes – dreamy, Turner-esque paintings of the Thames and London’s parks – and figures. These portraits, however, could not have been more different from his work abroad, for they featured unsmiling, buttoned-up subjects swathed in furs and jewels. His interest waning, Finley was about to hurry past these greyish, sombre figures, when a voice disturbed the relative peace of the gallery.

‘Now, we saw in the last room how Delmore developed a reputation for being a bit of a womaniser, a bit of a rake, and this is when it began to catch up with him . . .’

The tour guide was back, her flock at her heels, and Finley – whose resentment of the handsome, privileged artist was only growing – couldn’t help but listen in on the next part of her spiel.



‘Lady Josephine here is Delmore’s final completed portrait,’ said the tour guide, gesturing at the image of a dark-haired woman with a rather heavy brow, ‘and it has a colourful backstory. During the painting’s creation, it’s widely believed that Delmore and this woman had an affair, prompting a confrontation with her husband that almost led to a duel to the death.’ The tour guide paused, either for effect or to let her audience take photos, before continuing, ‘The scandal that followed, along with Delmore’s already shaky reputation, forced him to retreat from society – and he made the fateful decision to lie low right here in Crescombe.’

Her audience oohed, and Finley almost joined in himself. He hadn’t thought to question how Delmore had ended up here; what chain of events had led the worldly young aristocrat to this remote seaside town – and to his death, Finley reminded himself. He recalled the artist’s dates from that first panel – 1818–1840 – and all of a sudden his own disdain seemed ridiculous: Delmore had been just twenty-two. 

In order to get ahead of the tour group again, Finley slipped into the next room, where he stopped short. Unlike the previous galleries, whose walls had been busy, this space featured just one painting: Hero’s Bay. 

For a moment, pinned to where he was standing by the power of the dark seascape, Finley thought it was the real one. It was certainly a painting, rather than a print. Then he remembered, of course, that the original was in the National Gallery – he had once seen it there himself, on a school trip – and he tore his gaze from the murky, enigmatic image to its caption:

Hero’s Bay (reproduction)

For a few years after Delmore’s death, the original Hero’s Bay was displayed here at Westcliff House, where its fame began to grow. However, when the artist’s mother, Lady Delphine Delmore, requested the painting for herself, this copy was commissioned, which used the same tools and techniques as the original. 

Nevertheless, there was something very different about seeing Hero’s Bay here, like this, to catching sight of it on T-shirts or coasters, or even opposite the bar in The Drowned Painter. ­Perhaps it was the brushstrokes, Finley thought, moving his weight from foot to foot, so the artificial light – there were no windows here – shifted across the surface of the canvas. The texture of the paint gave it movement, animation; it seemed to make the waves ripple, and that brilliant light – whatever it was – shine like a beacon, beckoning right out of the canvas: come closer, closer.

Finley wanted to. He had the strongest, most uncharacteristic urge to reach out and press a fingertip to that bloom of brightness. Obviously, it wouldn’t be allowed – and in any case, it would be like touching the replica of Michelangelo’s David in that piazza, rather than the real sculpture in its gallery. However, Finley thought it was only the memory of what he’d heard in The Drowned Painter the previous night that made him get a grip on himself: they say that it brings bad luck, that it brings death . . .

A little spooked, he wrenched himself away and, through the next doorway, was faced with a choice: continue straight on to learn about the shipwreck of The Persephone and Delmore’s untimely demise, or head to the first floor to see the guest quarters where he’d stayed. Deciding his thoughts were macabre enough already, Finley opted for upstairs.

Until now, he had almost forgotten he was in an old mansion, but this part of Westcliff House had been restored to how it might have appeared during Delmore’s time, complete with chandeliers, mahogany furniture and botanical wallpaper. However, the main focus of this floor – the eponymous experience the museum offered that nowhere else could – was the artist’s studio. It was a small and comparatively modest corner room, but much brighter and warmer than elsewhere, because sunlight was spilling in through both its large windows. Dominating the space was a paint-splattered easel, upon which a blank canvas was perched – which struck Finley as a little sad, as it seemed to highlight all the masterpieces Delmore had never had the chance to paint.

Currently, the spot in front of the easel was vacant – unusually so, Finley suspected – and he found himself shuffling forward to fill it. He hadn’t intended to linger here, but after half an hour of absorbing information about the artist, it felt wrong to pass through his studio without, at least for a moment, standing where Delmore had stood; seeing what he had seen.

As he peered through the nearest window, which was as hot as an oven door, Finley could appreciate what Lorraine had meant about the bay being a crescent. An exaggerated crescent, in fact, because the speck of Crockers Nest on the opposite cliff looked closer now than it had for much of his walk here, which had taken longer than he’d expected; if only there was some kind of ferry that ran between the two tips of land.

Finley’s head thrummed. The reflection of sunlight on water was dazzling, and though he was trying to concentrate on the view across Crescombe – on the scene Delmore would have gazed upon, almost two centuries earlier – it looked nothing like Hero’s Bay. Now, daylight was blanching everything that was shadowy in the painting, like the negative of a photograph.

‘Were you wanting a picture?’

Finley spun around. That wretched tour guide was back, her charges clamouring behind her, impatient for their turn at the easel. Then he blinked: he had turned too fast and now he felt dizzy, and so hot. Suddenly, he wondered whether it wasn’t the room, but him. He had thought he would be fine – his blood sugar control hadn’t been too bad recently, especially during the day – but perhaps he had misjudged the effort the long walk here had cost him.

‘I’m done, thanks,’ Finley muttered, ducking away from the ­window.

His legs felt wobbly, and now came the sweat: it was prickling at his forehead, under his arms, seeping through the back of his T-shirt. With shaking hands, he fumbled through his bag for his just-in-case juice while looking wildly around for somewhere to sit down and recover. But the tour group were pressing in on him in their eagerness to get to the easel, and when someone accidentally knocked his elbow, a little of Finley’s drink went slopping over the rim of his bottle.

‘Excuse me,’ said a soft voice to his left, ‘I’m afraid you’re not actually allowed any food or – are you okay?’

‘Fine,’ panted Finley, who was now staring into the bearded, bespectacled and concerned face of a man in a short-sleeved shirt and lanyard. He wiped his sweaty brow with the back of his hand. ‘I just . . . I need . . .’

‘Over here,’ said the man, gently guiding Finley into a stairwell.

Finley sank onto a stone step, where he began to gulp down his juice, which was warm from its time in his bag. He was unwilling to check in front of this stranger, but was fairly certain his blood sugar had just plummeted; he was having a hypo.

A few minutes passed, during which his companion introduced himself as the museum’s curator, Adrian Salter, then waited quietly nearby, occasionally offering to fetch a first aid kit, a bucket, a sandwich from the café (Del-moreish). Finley declined each suggestion, choosing instead to glug down all of his juice – this had felt like a bad one.

‘I’m fine now, thanks,’ he said, for the third or fourth time. Then, gesturing down the stairs, he asked, ‘Can I get out this way?’

‘Yes . . . Actually, I’ll show you a shortcut.’



Finley wished he wouldn’t. The curator had been more than considerate, but his continuing presence was delaying the moment Finley could start pretending this had never happened.

‘You’re not the first and you won’t be the last,’ said Adrian seriously as they started down the steps, and Finley realised he had a North American accent – Canadian, perhaps? ‘That room’s like a greenhouse, and after all the anticipation of seeing Delmore’s ­studio . . .’

Clearly, he was trying to be reassuring but, if anything, Finley felt worse.

They reached the ground floor, emerging into a room that, like Delmore’s quarters, appeared largely unchanged from the nineteenth century. It was a library, one that might once have been used for entertaining, for in addition to its ornate desk there were several luxurious armchairs and settees. Ordinarily, Finley would only have had eyes for the books, but here they competed with cabinets full of miscellaneous old objects: bottles and vases, snuff boxes and pocket watches, animal skins and bones – and, perhaps most striking of all, an ammonite the size of a hubcap.

In the corner of this new room was an unfinished portrait. Its background was mostly blank, but it seemed the artist – Delmore, presumably – had completed the vibrant figure at its centre, who was a portly middle-aged man with lots of fuzzy red hair and a round face that would have been extremely boyish, had it not been for his enormous moustache.

‘Who’s that?’ Finley enquired, mostly to keep Adrian’s attention from what had happened upstairs.

A small smile tweaked the curator’s features; it looked slightly unnatural on him, as though it hadn’t happened in a while. ‘Ambrose Montgomery,’ he said.

Though the name felt familiar, Finley was at a loss: ‘Sorry, who?’



‘Yes, exactly,’ said Adrian, the smile disappearing. ‘Montgomery was the owner of this place. In fact, he built it ­­– or had it built, I should say. He was a businessman obsessed with turning Crescombe into a fashionable seaside resort, one that would rival places like Ilfracombe and Torquay. Most of West Crescombe – the more modern half – owes its existence to him.’

As Adrian spoke, Finley thought there was something familiar about him as well – though perhaps he simply reminded Finley of a few of his former teachers.

‘He was a big character, and a crucial figure in Crescombe’s ­history,’ continued the curator, adjusting his browline glasses as he considered the portrait. ‘But this room never gets much attention because, for all his achievements, Montgomery’s not . . .’ Adrian trailed off, weighing up his next words.

‘He’s not Lord Delmore?’ suggested Finley.

‘He’s not Lord Delmore,’ the curator agreed, a little sadly. ‘Though of course if it weren’t for Montgomery, Delmore wouldn’t have come here in the first place. He wouldn’t have painted Hero’s Bay.’

And he wouldn’t have drowned, thought Finley.

They left the library, talking a little more of the museum – for which, it turned out, Adrian had moved to the UK; apparently he even had an apartment on the top floor. To Finley’s embarrassment, the curator seemed determined to escort him all the way out, even as far as the gift shop, where Delmore’s final painting was emblazoned on some increasingly outlandish merchandise (brooches, travel cups – and was that a shower curtain?).

‘Why’s it called Hero’s Bay?’ Finley wondered aloud.

Before coming here, though he’d understood the painting had some connection to the town, he had assumed its title referred to a real place. But that dark view depicted Crescombe Bay itself, which – as far as Finley knew – had never gone by the name Hero’s Bay before Delmore’s arrival.



‘Nobody knows for sure,’ said Adrian, coming to a halt at the exit, next to a machine that produced Hero’s Bay souvenir coins. ‘According to Montgomery, Delmore had always called the painting that, from the moment he started it, so it’s generally accepted to have been named by the artist himself.’

Finley, who hadn’t thought to doubt this, asked, ‘But what does it mean?’

‘Your guess is as good as mine. Delmore set a lot of store by myths and legends, so most people think that he fancied himself a bit of a hero. He was a daring sort – always scaling mountains and throwing himself into rivers, you know? And at the time he painted it, his latest adventure was Crescombe.’

Finley, who found this explanation a little insufficient, asked, ‘Are there other theories?’

‘Personally, I believe Montgomery named it,’ said Adrian. ‘The original painting was displayed here for about a year after Delmore died, so I think that once Montgomery saw the attention it was getting, he decided to give it a catchy title.’

‘One that did help make a legend of Delmore,’ mused Finley. ‘One that helped immortalise him.’

‘Precisely.’

Though, as he said it, Adrian looked almost mournful, and Finley wasn’t sure whether he was dwelling on Delmore’s drowning, or Montgomery going unrecognised, or something else entirely.

All in all, it was a relief to thank him and finally escape the museum. Outside, Finley found some shade under one of the few trees in sight; unlike the eastern side of Crescombe, which was thick with woodland, Westcliff House topped a slope of elegant parkland. He was feeling better, and though he assumed this was a sign that his juice had taken effect, he thought he’d better check his blood sugar level.



However, when he tapped his phone to the sensor on his arm, he received a shock: it was high ­– much too high. Finley rummaged for his insulin pen, cursing himself for not checking his level inside, because it must have actually been fairly normal, and drinking all that juice had caused his blood sugar to skyrocket.

But did that mean, contrary to how it had felt, he hadn’t experienced a hypo at all? Had he been absolutely fine? After a furtive glance around, Finley lifted the bottom of his T-shirt, pinched a section of his stomach, and pricked at his skin with the tiny needle of his insulin pen. There was a slight sting and a clicking noise as he injected the corrective dose, then he glanced back at the sea, still glittering innocuously in the sunshine, questioning what – if not plummeting blood sugar – had happened to him in there.

Finley felt rattled for the rest of the day, and long after he had returned to Crockers Nest. He had now unpacked his belongings and stocked up his fridge, but was yet to feel settled, despite it being his third evening here. Even if he ignored the fact that his lofty, wood-panelled room still reminded him of a floating ship, its window had blown open twice more last night and, tired and fed up, Finley was considering sleeping under an extra blanket to combat the chill, rather than getting up to resecure the latch.

Really, though, he hadn’t felt at home anywhere since moving out of Mollie’s flat: not here; not at his parents’ house, where he had retreated directly after the break-up; and certainly not in that rented hovel he’d just escaped. Finley yearned to be back in the sunny two-bed he and Mollie had shared, and still found unexpected things to miss about it, like the garish tangerine colour she had painted the kitchen, or the hair ties she had left all over the bedroom floor. What, if anything, now remained there of him? Probably nothing – he doubted she even thought of him anymore. With her wedding now under a fortnight away, Mollie McClaine had better things to do.

And so did Finley, now he was here – well, he had things to do, at least. Since that first evening, he had only seen Lorraine once – in the lounge, tidying the shelves of puzzles and board games – but they had arranged to meet tomorrow morning to discuss Finley’s work for the summer. In the meantime, she had given him the password to her account on the travel site, Guidebook, so he could start liking and replying to any reviews of Crockers Nest.

Feeling he might as well make a start on this before bed, Finley logged in to Guidebook on his phone, squinting at how bright its neon branding was in the gloom of his room. However, his eyes soon glazed over after several minutes of scanning through the guesthouse’s reviews, which – save for the odd grumble about persistent draughts and the quality of the gluten-free bread – seemed to be unanimously positive:

Nice clean room with a spectacular view and a surprisingly good breakfast.

Weather a bit iffy, but it didn’t dampen our spirits!

Crockers Nest is a great base for exploring Crescombe, which is so much more than just Hero’s Bay. We loved the boat tour around the coast and saw loads of seals.

DO NOT STAY HERE!!

Finley blinked, certain he must have misread that last post. But there it was, shouting from the screen: DO NOT STAY HERE!! 

‘Why not?’ he muttered.

Of course, there was no reply, save for the distant, constant sighing of the sea. Still, a chill pitter-pattered across Finley’s shoulders, especially when he remembered how Dawn and those men at the The Drowned Painter had reacted to the mention of Crockers Nest.

The reviewer was called cross_my_hart and when Finley clicked on their username he found, in addition to their having no profile picture or personal information, only that one review. Which made him feel better, even a little foolish: it was nothing, just a random troll, or someone who had taken exception to their eggs being overdone. Maybe it was even The Dickhead (what was his real name again?) or his secretary-turned-mistress trying to undermine Lorraine’s new venture.
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