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Praise for The Notable Brain of Maximilian Ponder


‘Original, touching and extremely well-written … Max’s collected memories, and Last’s own recollections, provide ample opportunity for Ironmonger to display some fine descriptive talents … Ironmonger is also very good with set-pieces … There are equally successful moments of comedy and affection …… I’m delighted to have read it’


Guardian


‘A book which pulls off its strange premise with charm, wit and devil-may-care storytelling. Huge fun to read, sneakily sad in places. A tragicomic – but mostly comic – meditation on memory and humanity, which will stay with you for a long time’


Mark Watson


Praise for The Coincidence Authority



‘This story twists like a pretzel, the author teases and tantalises the reader, and it’s delightfully unexpected’


The Times


‘A love story that is also a story of ideas … touching and gently written’


Metro


‘This is an absorbing and unusual novel suffused with intelligence, charm and humanity and I highly recommend it’


Bookseller


Praise for Not Forgetting the Whale



‘This is a tremendously enjoyable book. And as the front pages crowd with headlines that grow ever more grim, Not Forgetting the Whale offers a very welcome alternative’


Independent on Sunday


‘A gentle and uplifting tale of warding off apocalypse in a remote corner of Cornwall … charming’


Financial Times


‘A compelling and unusual modern fable. If the apocalypse comes, I’m heading straight for St Piran’


Natasha Solomons, author of Mr Rosenblum’s List


‘This is one of the best books I’ve ever read and it was impossible to put down’


NewBooks magazine


‘Absolutely brilliant’


Liz Fenwick, author of The Cornish House


‘Beautiful, dark, uplifting’


Kate Long, author of The Bad Mother’s Handbook


‘A warm-hearted book crammed with interesting ideas. It’s a book full of doomsday predictions with a city boy in a starring role that makes the world seem like a more hopeful place. It’s also very, very good’


Emerald Street


‘An exciting and moving read’


Essentials


‘It’s easy to see this simply as a modern interpretation of the story of Jonah and the whale, but this charming tale by John Ironmonger … is considerably more complex … it’s a love story of sorts and, above all, it’s about the innate goodness of people and our connections with the wider world’


Press Association




For Amalie
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‘Whatsoever therefore is consequent to a time of war, where every man is enemy to every man, … there is no place for industry … no knowledge of the face of the earth; no account of time; no arts; no letters; no society; and which is worst of all, continual fear, and danger of violent death; and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.’


Thomas Hobbes — Leviathan
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PART ONE
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Can you catch Leviathan with a hook?
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Prologue
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In the village of St Piran they still speak of the day when the naked man washed up on Piran Sands. It was the same day Kenny Kennet saw the whale. Some say it was a Wednesday. Others seem sure it was Thursday. It was early October. Unless it was late September; but almost half a century has passed since the events of that day, and the turmoil of the days and weeks that followed, and no one, at that time or since, thought to write it all down. So memory is all we have, fragile though this may be. There are some in the village who claim to recollect every detail, as if perhaps it happened last week. They would have been young when these things happened, and their stories are part of a web of tales that echo of the old days, and the world as it was, and they all tell of the naked man, and they all tell of the whale.


Many who shared in these events are no longer with us. Old Man Garrow is long since dead. So too is Dr Mallory Books, and Martha Fishburne, and the Reverend Alvin Hocking, and Jeremy Melon, and many of those who helped to rescue the whale. But their stories survive and they are told by the children and the grandchildren of the villagers, by neighbours, and by friends. They are told too at the Festival of the Whale held in the old Norman church every Christmas Day. So if you should ever find your way to St Piran (which might be hard to do), you will hear the story in the streets and in the bars; and if you should stop a villager or two, and ask, they might sit you down upon a bench with a view out over the swell of the ocean, and there they might recount the tale, about the beach, and about the whale, and about the naked man. They might, perhaps, walk you down along the ancient harbour wall and the rocky path around the headland to where the shingle and the sands begin, and there they might show you the rock where Kenny Kennet stood when he saw the whale; and just a clamber away they will point out the stretch of sand where the man named Joe was found. They might look out to sea, to the uninviting rocks that garland the beach like a giant’s necklace. ‘How,’ they might ask you, ‘could any man float among all those and not be cut to shreds?’


‘It was an unconventional entrance.’ That’s what Jeremy Melon, the naturalist, would say of Joe Haak’s arrival in St Piran, when he gave the annual address at the Festival of the Whale. ‘Trust Joe to get carried naked onto the beach by a whale! Other people ask for directions and drive politely onto the quay in daylight. But not Joe. Oh no. Joe wants to make a dramatic entrance. So he sneaks into town in the middle of the night, swims all the way out to sea, and rides back in on a bloomin’ great whale.’ And every time Jeremy Melon told this tale he would bow his legs wide like a cowboy straddling an enormous horse, and he would swing one arm as if holding a lasso. You could picture Joe mounted on the great beast, steering it through the rocks and up onto the sands. Jeremy would know, as well as anyone, that very little of that story was true; but there were tiny fragments of truth in there somewhere, and fragments of truth are often all we need to help us understand reality. Jeremy’s story would make people laugh – even those who had known Joe Haak. And that, in the end, was what mattered. ‘Sometimes exaggeration can be closer to reality than truth,’ Demelza Trevarrick the novelist would say. And it seemed to Jeremy Melon that this was the way St Piran preferred to remember Joe Haak. They didn’t want the serious Joe, the geek who had spent his life bent over his computers, working out the mathematics of Armageddon. They didn’t want the slick, spoilt city boy who wore silk ties and drove fast cars and earned more in a month than they could earn in a year. They didn’t want the Joe that none of them had known – the insecure, troubled Joe, the Joe beset by demons, the solitary Joe that lurked in the darkness fighting his private fears. None of these is the man they remember at the Festival of the Whale. The man they celebrate was a hero. He was a prophet. He was the man who saved the world. And if you live in the village of St Piran, then St Piran is the world – for you at least. And so, the years have passed, and the real memories of the man called Joe have become confused with the stories. There would be children at the Festival of the Whale, listening to Jeremy Melon speak, who would now always picture the young Joe Haak, naked, astride a whale, and perhaps, when all who knew him have died, this will be the image that remains.
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The day Kenny Kennet saw the whale
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It was Charity Cloke who saw him first. Just seventeen she was then, so fresh of complexion that her cheeks shone like clover honey. They would say in St Piran that she was ‘late to blossom’, but a summer of soft Cornish sunshine and warm Atlantic winds had swept away any lingering trace of adolescent spots, and scowls, and rolls of baby flesh, and the girl who took to the beach with her dog on that October morning (or was it perhaps September?) was truly a girl no longer. ‘Trees that are late to blossom,’ Martha Fishburne would say, ‘often blossom best.’ And Martha was a teacher, so she would know.


Charity Cloke was walking her dog along the strip of dry shingle that ran between the beach and the cliffs, just above the litter of seaweed discarded by the tide. The few autumn holidaymakers who might, on a warmer day, have ventured onto the sands were muffled up, walking the clifftops instead. The beach was all but deserted. To hear the stories now, you might believe that half the village was there, for many claim to have seen the man, or to have helped him away from the sea, but when you sort through the accounts, and when you listen carefully to who saw what, only five people, including Charity Cloke, can be said, beyond doubt, to have been there that day; six, if you include the naked man himself.


There was Kenny Kennet, the beachcomber. He was prowling the shingle at the east bay looking for mussels, and crabs, and flotsam, and driftwood. He would, if the finds were good, turn the driftwood into works of art he could sell to next summer’s tourists. The mussels and the crabs he would cook up, and eat. And the flotsam – well – that would depend upon whatever he found.


Old Man Garrow the fisherman was there, but, as villagers would say, Old Man Garrow was always there. He would sit on a bench for much of the day when the weather was fine and the winds were low, his knitted hat pulled over his ears, and here he would smoke his pipe and gaze out across the waves, drawn by the swell of the waters and the slap of the salt spray and the call of the herring gulls; and here, perhaps, he would dream of the years when the ocean was his home.


Aminata Chikelu, the young nurse, was there. She worked the night shift at the cottage hospital in Treadangel, so the morning on Piran Sands was, in a sense, the evening of her day. Aminata would unwind, when the morning was fair, with a walk along the narrow path that hugged the coast. Here she could let the stresses of the night shift evaporate away. ‘What do you do in the hospital at night?’ people might ask; ‘I watch sick people sleeping,’ she would say. And so she did, out on her rounds with her dim torch and shoes that didn’t squeak, checking the drips, and the drugs, and the pulses of her long-stay, elderly and (often) dying patients. Few of us live quite as intimately with death as nurses do; and the Cornish coast, Aminata would tell you, was one of the places where people came to die. There are worse places to live out your twilight years. But would you imagine, if you swapped your city home for a cheap retirement cottage by the sea, that one night you might exhale your final breath within the antiseptic confines of an overheated hospital ward, with no one to hold your hand or watch your parting but a willowy nurse from Senegal? And even for those possessed of sufficient imagination, it might be hard to picture a fairer face, or a softer voice, or warmer hands to ease their passing than those of Aminata Chikelu. She was blessed with the coffee-and-cream complexion that spoke of a cocktail of genes within her ancestry, a little bit of Africa and a little bit of Europe, and a little bit of who-knows-where; a hybrid confection that had favoured her with the perfect combination of features, dark sub-Saharan eyes, thick hair that she wore beribboned in braids, a slight Celtic nose, and a beguiling gypsy smile.


Last of all on the sands that day was Jeremy Melon the naturalist and writer. A lean and singular figure, Jeremy came to the cove, or so he would tell you, for inspiration. Sometimes he would set up an easel and daub at a canvas with watercolours, but this was never especially his thing. Words were his thing. Stories were his thing. More often he would pick his way across the bay at low tide, contemplating the creatures in the rock pools, imagining the stories of their lives. How curious it must be, he would think, to be a worm, or a fish, or a seashell, in a pool. At high tide your life would become a part of the great ocean that girdles the planet. You could come and go as you choose. You could sail out on a wave and float or swim to the beach at Port Nevis, or over the seas to Tahiti. Then the very next moment, the tide has abandoned you; the sea withdrawn; and now you occupy a fragile kettle of water with no refuge from the desiccating powers of the sun, or even from beachcombers such as Kenny Kennet who might scoop you into a bucket and fry you. One day, Jeremy Melon would think, he could write a story about this.


Six people then, and one dog; and one of the six was lying naked, face up, and looked to be drowned.


People would ask of Charity Cloke, ‘was he as beautiful … you know … down there?’ and they would flick their eyes suggestively downwards. What they meant, of course, was, ‘was he as beautiful below the waist as he undoubtedly was above it?’ And Charity Cloke would respond with a coy smile, and her honey cheeks would blush. ‘I’m not telling,’ she would say, and she would lift her eyebrows just so – happy to be possessor of such intimate information, but never inclined to share it.


Above the waist, the man on the sand would be said, by many, to be beautiful. Cold from the sea, his flesh seemed translucent, his blue veins like a secret map beneath the pale paper of his skin, his hair strewn across his face like wet wheat after a storm. But what the villagers who mooted the subject with Charity Cloke already knew (because the rumours had clearly told them) was that the naked man had exhibited, on that day, a physiological phenomenon quite unusual for any man drawn from cold water. Dr Mallory Books would use the proper medical term when explaining this to Charity. The man from the sea, he would say, was ‘priapic’. Very cold water, he told the young woman, can, in some circumstances, cause vasodilation. And vasodilation can result in the reaction that Charity Cloke observed. Don’t worry, Dr Books told her, the tumescence was involuntary. ‘These things don’t last long,’ he said. And sure enough, within minutes of his arrival at Dr Books’s little surgery in Fish Street, the effect had receded, the man’s erection subsided, and Miss Cloke’s further blushes were spared.


You could, if you were a visitor to St Piran, piece together the sequence of events on Piran Sands and the village of St Piran that autumn day by overlaying the stories told by Charity Cloke and Kenny Kennet, and Jeremy Melon. You could add to these the reported accounts of Casey Limber the net-maker, and Dr Books, and Old Man Garrow. If you were to do this, you might, with some confidence, be able to unravel the true course of events on the day when everything started.


You could begin with Kenny Kennet, the beachcomber, picking among the rocks at the east end of the bay with his plastic sacks, his pond nets, his oddments of equipment. These were rocks he knew well. He had been scouring this cove, and a dozen others around the coast, for fragments of the sea’s discarded treasures for ten or fifteen years now; since leaving school, if his account is to be believed. His hair, rarely cut, was dreadlocked, coiled and stiff, like strands of rope bleached by the salt and the wind; now that the days were growing cooler he held the unruly locks in place beneath a linen gendarme cap. He wore jeans from Oxfam rolled up to the knee, and a Guinness T-shirt, and a pointless cotton scarf. He was bent, prying mussels from a rock with a flat-bladed knife, when, on an impulse, he straightened up, scrambled a dozen feet or so up the headland and, from this commanding position, gazed out towards the sea.


What was he looking for? ‘Nothing in particular,’ he would say. This was simply something he did. He was hoping for drifting debris perhaps, for floats he might sell back to the lobstermen for the price of a glass of beer, or for scraps of net for Casey Limber.


What he saw, however, was the whale.


At first it might have been a dolphin. Or even a harbour seal. It slipped into view like a shadow beneath the waves, like the grey-green hulk of an ancient wreck, rolling slightly, sucking the sunlight from the water. It seemed to Kenny as if a hand had waved in front of the sun, sending a slice of darkness scudding along the deep. And then with barely a ripple, the leviathan sank, and was gone.


The water was dark and deep at the headland. Kenny Kennet knew that, but he’d never seen a dolphin quite this close to shore. He stared at the empty stretch of sea, reflecting on what he had, or hadn’t, seen. It must have been a dolphin, he thought. Unless … unless perhaps it was a whale? There was a sheen now to the water where the giant shape had been, as if a thin film of glass had been left upon the sea. The beachcomber turned his face away to see if anyone else was there who might confirm his sighting. And, just a hundred yards or so away, was Charity and her poodle.


‘Hey!’ Kenny waved both arms. ‘Hey.’


His cry caught the attention of Charity Cloke, and also of Aminata Chikelu, who was further up the shore, and of Jeremy Melon too, who was still exploring rock pools.


‘Hey,’ Kenny called again. ‘I think I saw a whale!’


‘A what?’ shouted Charity. Jeremy and Aminata were too distant to join in the exchange.


‘A whale.’ Kenny made a beckoning gesture.


Charity Cloke broke into a run across the sand towards the headland. There were several spits of rock to negotiate.


‘Quick!’ Kenny could see the shape again, emerging slowly from the depths.


‘I’m coming.’ Charity used her hands to steady herself around a spear of barnacle-encrusted rock.


‘Quick.’


In the ocean the leviathan was surfacing. The tide appeared to be rising with the beast, a waterfall of spume and foam was flooding from its flanks. Now it was a discernible shape, a striated barrage balloon flexing and rippling. Could it be a submarine? The thought struck Kenny, but in an instant the suggestion was dispelled as the great grey back of the cetacean surged above the surface, and with a monstrous snort a plume of water flew from its blowholes.


‘Oh my God!’


A few yards from the shore Charity Cloke was screaming.


‘It’s all right,’ called the beachcomber, his eyes transfixed by the whale. ‘He isn’t going to hurt you.’


But Charity wasn’t screaming at the whale.


Later, Charity would say that it wasn’t the man’s nakedness that caused her to scream. Nor was it his prominent erection; his ‘priapic state’, as Dr Books had called it. ‘It was just a shock,’ she would say. ‘I came around the rock, and there he was – lying there. I thought he was dead.’


The man on the beach may not have been dead, but he was certainly cold, and very still. Jeremy Melon was the second to arrive on the scene. If anything, Jeremy seemed even more shocked by the man’s appearance than Charity had been. Then Kenny came down from his rock still flushed from his encounter with the whale.


‘What the …?’


‘I think he’s dead,’ said Charity.


Three people now stood looking at the body on the sand, and not one dared touch him. It was the terrible inertia of crisis that held them back. The immobility of indecision. It was a man … of course; his terrible tumescence was proof of that; but his skin was so white and so bruised with sand that at first, Charity had thought, he may have been a porpoise. Or a seal. Or a dead thing dredged up from the depths and deposited like debris on the beach.


‘Who is he?’ Kenny asked, as if knowing this might help.


‘I’ve never seen him before,’ said Charity.


Jeremy shook his head slowly. ‘Me neither.’


‘Should we …’ Charity started.


‘Do what?’


‘Give him the … kiss of life?’


The pause was awkward. Neither of the two men seemed anxious to administer such a therapy.


‘I’ll do it,’ said Jeremy, after a moment. He was sinking to his knees.


‘No. I’ll do it,’ called a voice from behind. Aminata the nurse, glowing from her run across the beach, had arrived. She pushed between them and dropped to the sand. ‘Hold his arms for me.’


They did as they were told. The castaway was cold and soaking wet; he hadn’t been out of the water for long. Perhaps the surge-wave from the whale had driven him ashore.


‘Get him onto his front. We have to empty his lungs.’


This was a team activity now. They flipped the body over, ignoring the impact this would have on his erection. Aminata thrust her palms down hard on his back. Water spluttered from his mouth. She pressed again. He seemed to choke.


‘I think he’s alive,’ Aminata said. ‘He didn’t have much water in his lungs. Flip him back.’


Clumsily they turned him over.


‘I think he’s breathing,’ Kenny said.


‘Let’s make sure.’ The nurse squeezed shut the man’s nostrils and closed her lips around his mouth, exhaling into his lungs. His chest rose, and then, as she released her hold, his chest fell. She blew again.


‘He’s definitely breathing,’ Jeremy said.


‘One more time.’ Another lungful of warm Senegalese air expelled into the cold alveoli of the man who wasn’t dead. And this time, as Aminata released Joe and his body fell slowly away, their lips seemed to separate reluctantly, like the desperate mouths of parting lovers.


‘He’s freezing,’ said Charity.


‘It’s the cold that’s kept him alive.’ Aminata was peeling off her coat. ‘But all the same, we have to warm him up. Let’s put this on him.’


‘Where did he come from?’ Kenny asked.


‘Does it matter? Here. Give me a hand.’


‘He needs some … trousers,’ said Charity. It was as close as she would get to referencing the man’s condition.


‘He’s not having mine,’ said Kenny.


‘He can have mine.’ Jeremy pulled his belt loose. ‘Don’t worry. I’m decent.’


‘More decent than he is,’ said Aminata.


They pulled Jeremy’s trousers over the castaway’s wet legs. Jeremy, in his windjacket and boxer shorts, surveyed their handiwork. ‘Now,’ he said, ‘we’d better get him to Doctor Books.’


Old Man Garrow, sitting on his rock, tapping down the tobacco in his pipe, watched the foursome struggle to lift the man. At first each rescuer took a limb, dangling the stranger sack-like between them, but this proved cumbersome. They stopped and made a basket of their arms and slung the man between them. It wasn’t elegant, but it was easier.


Garrow tapped his pipe on the rock. ‘Did ee zee yon whale?’ he asked, as they made their ponderous progress up the sands.


‘I saw him,’ said Kenny. ‘He was as close to me as you are now.’


‘Ees bad news,’ said Garrow, rising heavily to his feet. He gave a deep and throaty cough. ‘Ee shawn’t be this close.’


‘No,’ said Kenny. ‘Mr Garrow, we have to take this man to Doctor Books.’


‘A whale in the cove, ees bad.’


‘Yes,’ said Kenny. ‘We have to go.’


‘Fishermen in’t goin’ to like it.’


‘I don’t suppose they will.’


‘It wasn’t a fish-eating whale, Mr Garrow,’ said Jeremy. ‘From what I could see, it was a fin whale.’


‘A fin whale, is it?’


‘They don’t eat fish. It’s a baleen whale.’


Aminata broke in. ‘Mr Melon, much as we’d all like to stand around and discuss the biology of whales, I really think we need to get this man to the doctor.’


‘Of course. Of course.’


The path along the beach at Piran Sands leads around the rocky headland and then turns immediately inland onto the great granite stones of St Piran village harbour. Here a pair of sea walls reach out like protective arms holding away the ocean from the unimposing strip of low whitewashed buildings that line the quay. It was around this headland that the rescue party stumbled with the body of the stranger suspended awkwardly between them. On the dockside they drew the attention of every villager with a view of the harbour. Casey Limber the net-maker was the first to spot them. He had been walking along the harbour wall in the direction of the beach when he came upon them. They were soon joined by Jessie Higgs the shopkeeper, and the fishermen Daniel and Samuel Robins, and the landlord of the Petrel Inn, Jacob Anderssen, and two of the girls who packed fish, and Captain O’Shea the harbour master, and Polly Hocking the vicar’s wife and Martha Fishburne the teacher, and a dozen more if we are to believe the stories.


‘Who is he?’ was the cry from many, anxious that the body from the sea might be a lover, or a brother, or a cousin, or a son.


‘We don’t know,’ Jeremy told them.


‘A stranger then?’


‘Indeed.’


Behind the stretcher party came Old Man Garrow, waving his walking stick in one hand, his pipe in the other. ‘Eez an omen, I’m tellin’ ee. Eez a bad sign.’


Eager for more information, the villagers settled upon Garrow. ‘’Twas a whale,’ he told them, waving with great exaggeration. ‘Ee came from the waters like a devil from the deep. Bigger’n a house ee was. Bigger’n a row of houses.’


This report was confusing. ‘What are you talkin’ about, Old Man Garrow?’ someone said. ‘That in’t a whale. That’s a man.’


‘An ’ansum one,’ said someone else. This may have been Polly Hocking, the vicar’s wife.


‘’Twere a WHALE, I tell ee,’ cried the old fisherman. ‘I saw ’im. Ee come out the sea, and ee looked at me with ’is eye.’


This revelation was considered with suspicion by the crowd on the quay.


‘You were nowhere near the whale,’ offered Kenny Kennet, keen, now that the conversation had turned to the whale, to ensure that his own part in the events did not get overlooked. ‘I was right next to him.’


‘I saw ee as close as I see you,’ said Garrow.


‘Can we please get this man to the doctor?’ said Aminata.


‘Here, let me help.’ This was young Casey Limber. He stepped in to relieve Charity of her share of the burden, but so strong were his arms that he lifted the unconscious man clear and carried him alone.


And so the crowd swept along the harbour keep, past the fishermen’s houses that fronted the quay, into the narrow square, and up along a narrow cobbled street to the door of a terraced cottage. Many of the people who had joined the original four on the dockside attempted to follow them indoors. ‘Are you ill?’ demanded Jeremy of Mrs Penroth the lobsterman’s wife. ‘No? Then please stay outside.’


The door of the house in Fish Street closed behind them and the collective of interested bystanders were left in the road with their theories.
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The teeniest tiniest toe
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‘A country is no more’n a body,’ Martha Fishburne would say to the children in the Primary School at St Piran. ‘Your big cities, they’re the heart, and the lungs, and they’re the brains. They’re the eyes and the mouth and the ears. They do all the thinkin’ and they do all the speakin’. Now your roads and your railways, out they run, and they’re the arteries, and they’re the veins, carryin’ all the nourishment back to the cities. And all the towns and villages, well, they’re the bones, they keep the country standin’. And the farms and the factories, they’re the muscles; they do all the work. They do all the liftin’ and all the carryin’.’


‘And what about us?’ the children would ask. ‘What about St Piran?’


‘Us is no more’n a tiny pimple on the tippety-tippetiest-tip of the teeniest tiniest toe,’ Martha would tell them. ‘Us is never visited, never seen, never even thought of.’ She would fix the children from the oldest to the youngest with the sternest look she could summon. Then she would let her face break into a very wide smile. ‘And that’s just the way we likes it.’


It might be hard to explain to a stranger, exactly, or even approximately, where to find the village of St Piran. It lies beside the sea at the end of a headland, a tight clutch of narrow houses, balanced on the hillside, pressed up hard against the twist of the lane that cascades down the slope to the harbour. It’s a small place, more a hamlet than a village, its face bent towards the wilderness of water, its back ever turned to the squat finger of land upon which it lies. There is only one road that leads down to the village. How could there be more? The same road, of course, leads back, and it is a route that is absurdly easy to miss. There was a signpost once, off the long road from Treadangel to Penzance, before a bad bend, and just over a hill. The sign read ‘St Piran 3½ miles’, but that, it appears, was a falsehood, for it was painted over to read ‘St Piran 4 miles’. Another hand later amended this to ‘St Piran 4¼’. Later still the sign disappeared altogether; stolen, some would say, for the scrap metal.


The loss of the road sign did not, as far as anyone could tell, have an impact on the village. Few even noticed it was missing. Only the hardiest holidaymakers would travel this far; most preferred the big surfing beaches of Newquay, or the quainter fishing ports of Looe, Mevagissey, or Fowey. Those who did make it all the way to St Piran, to rent one of the cottages up on the clifftop or to stay in the Bed-and-Breakfast with Hedra and Moses Penhallow – well, these folk were the determined ones. They would drive triumphantly onto the harbour and stumble exhausted from their cars, waving their map-books to evidence their success. ‘We found you,’ they would crow, ‘we found you!’


For these intrepid visitors, the great achievement of the journey never appeared to have been the hours of motorway travel from wherever they might call home to the Channel coast at Exeter, or even the two and a half hours from Exeter to the toes of Cornwall. The highlight was the lane – the 4¼ miles of roadway that wound and coiled this way and the other from the Treadangel road to the sea. Could this really be the right road? The hedgerows are awfully high in this part of Cornwall, so just when you thought you’d crest the brow of a hill and see the village ahead, the lane would swoop down another dip, or swing around another bend. Not far from the start, the route narrows to a single track. Here, in the gateway of Bevis Magwith’s farm, was the place where many a casual visitor would give up and turn around. For those who didn’t, there would still be three miles to go without so much as a signpost, or a greeting, or the glimpse of a distant steeple.


No wonder, then, that the villagers of St Piran had long abandoned the hope of earning a living from passing tourists. Apart from the Penhallows’ B&B overlooking the harbour, and the rocky little beach, and Kenny Kennet’s dubious works of art, there was very little to attract them. Parking could be difficult; there were only six spaces in the Pay-and-Display car park on the quay, and many casual summer visitors would find themselves driving back up the lane to Treadangel without once getting out of the car. The village store sold little more than a basic selection of groceries; it had no room for postcards, or beachwear, or souvenirs. The Petrel Inn was dark and poky, and altogether uninviting. There were no boat tours, no crazy golf, no restaurants, not even a decent café. Hedra and Moses Penhallow would advertise ‘Cream Teas and Coffees’, but their front room contrived to look so unappealing, with its faded net curtains and cheap Italian ornaments, that even in the height of summer there were never many takers.


On the day when Kenny Kennet saw the whale, when the naked man appeared on Piran Sands, there was one solitary car in the Pay-and-Display car park. A white Mercedes coupé. It was locked. Jeremy Melon peered through the windows. ‘Nothing,’ he said to Polly Hocking, the vicar’s wife.


‘What are you looking for?’


‘I’m not sure.’ He straightened up. ‘Something to indicate who might own it.’


‘You think it might belong to him? The man from the beach?’


Jeremy nodded. ‘How else did he get here?’ he asked.


‘Perhaps,’ suggested Polly Hocking, who had a flair for the dramatic, ‘he was washed off a ship.’


‘Possibly.’ Jeremy tried the boot. ‘Or maybe he drove here early this morning, went for a walk, decided to take a swim, got caught by the tide …’


‘Stark naked?’


‘It isn’t unheard of. Maybe he forgot his Speedos.’


‘Should we call the police?’


‘Perhaps,’ said Jeremy. He turned away from Polly to look out over the harbour. ‘But not yet. We should wait until he wakes up.’


‘His parking ticket will run out soon,’ Polly said.


Jeremy shrugged. ‘When was the last time we had a traffic warden in St Piran?’


Over the end of the harbour wall where the breakwater starts, out of view of the village, Charity Cloke sat hard up against the stone, ignoring the dampness of the sand. Casey Limber sat alongside her. They avoided each other’s gaze. Instead they focused on the heavy rolling waves, and the diving of the herring gulls.


Why had Casey Limber been out by the headland that morning? He had no reason to be there, unless perhaps he was out looking for Charity Cloke – and there are some who say he was, although Casey denies it to this day. Some say that the net-maker was following Charity, but that sounds like stalking. The fair explanation might be that Casey was hoping for a chance encounter with Charity. Perhaps they would come upon one another in the secluded cove, and there he might politely raise his hat and issue a cheerful ‘hullo’. They might talk, and one thing might lead to another, and who knows where these things might take them? For these are, indeed, the kind of plans that young men lay for girls, especially for late blossomers, and those as fair as Charity Cloke. And as things happened, the chance encounter did come about; and while it wasn’t quite the rendezvous that Casey might have planned or imagined, one thing did eventually lead to another, and the outcome for Casey (and for Charity as well) might fairly be described as positive. We make our own luck, as Martha Fishburne would say.


‘What a strange day,’ said Casey. He felt so close to Charity that he imagined he could hear her heartbeat.


What goes on in the mind of a girl like Charity Cloke? Casey might have wished he could read her thoughts, or at the very least decipher her expression.


‘Let’s go for a walk,’ he had said as they left the doctor’s house in Fish Street, and instead of dropping her gaze and shaking her head as she might have done the day before, she had nodded. And so they trailed out along the quayside, her poodle in tow, and here they had ended up, watching the broken rhythm of waves and spray against the ancient rocks.


‘Do you think he’ll be all right?’ Charity asked.


‘We’ve done all we can. He’s in good hands. If anyone can fix him, then Doctor Books can.’


‘He’s not a real doctor any more.’


‘Of course he’s a real doctor. He’s just retired, that’s all. Doesn’t mean he won’t know what to do.’


‘Do you think they’ll call the ambulance?’


‘Perhaps.’ Casey stretched his long legs out. ‘Last time they called an ambulance out here was when Dorothy Restorick was having her baby.’


‘I remember.’ Charity smiled.


‘It took four hours to get here.’


‘Five – some say.’


‘And by the time it came, the baby was weaned.’


They laughed, and for an instant turned their faces to catch each other’s eyes.


He was older than she, but not by much. He came from Port Nevis in Roseland, and he’d mended nets in Mousehole, and he’d danced with girls on the beach in Newquay where the boys wear very little and the girls wear even less. Now he was living in St Piran all by himself, in the two small rooms over the harbour master’s house. His father was still mending nets back home, but there wasn’t call for two grown men to share the trade in one small village, so here was Casey Limber, let loose on St Piran, lean and tall like a young spruce, with dark Spanish eyebrows and a gentle way of talking.


‘Have you ever seen a man like that before?’ she asked him.


‘Like what?’ he said, mischief hidden in his words.


‘Washed up, on a beach,’ she said, but she couldn’t hide her smile.


When he kissed her, it wasn’t planned. It didn’t happen because he’d edged too close, or snuck his arm around her. It was more like the swoop of a shearwater into the dark swell, like a magnetic pull, like gravity that toppled his body towards her and drew her face towards his. Had the unexpected vision of Priapus on the beach awoken something within her? Their lips met and when she inhaled it was the sweet smell of the net-maker that she drew into her lungs.


So little time had passed since the naked man arrived, since Kenny Kennet saw the whale. Yet already things had begun to change. Charity knew this, as she breathed in the essence of Casey Limber. She knew that if this were yesterday she wouldn’t be falling beneath the tender branches of Casey Limber’s spruce. She wouldn’t be feeling the dampness of the sand all the way up the back of her pinafore. But yesterday wasn’t today.


‘All things must pass,’ the Reverend Alvin Hocking would say. ‘All things must pass away.’


In her imagination Charity saw the man again, so white and so bruised, so wet and so cold, his erection like a flagpole aimed towards the cliffs. ‘Don’t let it trouble you,’ Dr Books had said. Did it trouble her? She didn’t think so. She knew about the workings of the human body. She had a brother – all of fifteen – and she had seen him in every pose imaginable.


Although not, perhaps, in that one.


‘All things must pass,’ she whispered, as Casey Limber’s tongue began to explore her lips.


He drew back and looked at her.


‘Every day is a new one,’ she said. ‘I don’t know if I really knew that before.’


‘Of course it is,’ he said, and he kissed her again.


‘But this day is newer than new. We need another word to describe this day.’


‘How about perfect?’ he said.


‘No, that isn’t the right word.’ She folded herself down onto the sand, the last of her resistance gone, and she kissed him back. ‘But it will do.’
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Always a good start
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‘The first thing you should know is, I’m not a proper doctor.’


He lay between crisp cotton sheets, dry now, and warm. His eyelids felt gummed together.


‘That is to say, I am a proper doctor. Just not practising any more.’


He forced open his eyes, looking for the source of the words. He turned his head.


‘Anything I do, I do as one human being to another. There’s no contract. I’m not NHS. If you’re unhappy with any of this then all you have to do is get up and walk out.’


In the corner of the room, by the doorway, stood an indistinct figure. The figure was talking.


‘God knows you never retire when you live in a place like this. The chaps up at Truro keep telling me I should simply turn people away. One of these days, they say, some ungrateful blighter is going to sue me, and then where will we be, eh? In the poorhouse, I suppose. So of course I say I’ll stop seeing patients. Then, the next thing I know, in comes some poor wretch with a nail through his foot, or a fish bone in his throat, and what am I supposed to do? What about the Hippocratic oath? Someone gets dragged in here, half-drowned and frozen – what then?’


The figure stopped talking for a moment to take a long and exaggerated drag on a short cigar. He blew out a lungful of smoke with a cough. ‘So if you want a proper doctor you need to get your sorry arse out of that warm and comfortable bed and get yourself down to Truro where the doctors like or not will kill you.’ He took another toke on his cigar. ‘They usually do.’


Joe Haak blinked. Where was he? Whose bed was this? He tried to focus on the man who was speaking, but the effort made his eyes feel sore. He squeezed them shut.


‘So what’s it to be then? Take your chances here with the quack, or walk all the way up the lane for the three-twenty bus and hope you get to Truro before they all go home for the night?’


‘Where am I?’


‘Good question. Very good question. Do you want a map reference? Or will a postcode do?’


‘A name would help.’ He was trying to recall the events of yesterday. There had been a journey. A long one. He’d been in the water. His name had come out of a hat. What hat? He tried to lift himself up but his muscles felt absurdly weak.


‘What, my name? Or the name of this godforsaken hamlet?’ The doctor who wasn’t a proper doctor took another puff of his cigar and then screwed what was left of the stub into a small glass dish. ‘My name is Books. Mallory Books. I should say Doctor Books but if I did you might sue me.’


Joe’s tongue felt unreasonably large in his mouth. ‘Why should I sue you?’ Could the doctor understand his words? They’d sounded to his own ears like ‘why chewed I chew who’. He tried again to open his eyes. If he held them open just a slit, maybe they wouldn’t sting so.


‘Who knows?’ The doctor clearly had an ear for difficult speech. ‘For keeping you alive maybe? Not everyone welcomes this blessed state we call life.’


‘Ah.’ Joe sank back down onto the pillows. He was alive then. He felt an unexpected surge of relief at this thought. ‘Have you … kept me alive? I mean … really?’ Hab oo kebbed be alibe? I been weerly?


‘Me and a few others. Seems you owe your life to a girl called Charity, a nurse called Aminata, and some willing porters. All I did was keep you warm.’


‘Thank you.’ Joe closed his eyes again and felt for a moment as if he might be drifting. ‘We’ve drawn lots,’ a voice in his head was saying. ‘And it’s you, matey boy. It’s you, matey boy.’


When he reopened his eyes the doctor had disappeared. He slept.


‘I thought you might want something to eat.’ Dr Books was back at his bedside. The room was darker now. ‘Soup? Sit up. It’ll do you good.’


‘Thank you.’ This time he sat up with less effort and his tongue seemed to have shrunk back to its normal size. ‘Where am I?’


‘Didn’t we do that question?’


‘Did we? I don’t remember the answer.’


‘Very few people do.’ The doctor slid a tray onto the bed. Hot soup and a mug of tea.


Joe clutched at the tea and drank it in half a dozen gulps. How had he come to be so thirsty? He made a start on the soup. When he looked up, his eyes no longer stung. ‘So, where am I?’ he asked again.


The doctor lowered himself into a wing-backed chair. ‘Tell you what,’ he said, ‘I’ll trade you an answer to that question for an answer to one of mine.’


‘OK.’


‘What in God’s sorry name were you doing down on the beach in nothing but your birthday suit? At this time of year?’


Birthday suit? Joe suddenly felt embarrassed. Stripping off had seemed almost natural at the time. Daring perhaps, but hardly shocking. The sea had been dark and the beach deserted. He had felt the shock of the bitter cold water. ‘I’m not really sure.’


‘Then why don’t we try this one. Who are you? Where are you from?’


‘We’ve drawn your name out of the hat, matey boy,’ said the voice in his head. ‘You’re taking the fall.’


He felt his heartbeat rising.


‘Who are you?’ asked the doctor again.


‘Who am I?’ he echoed faintly. Did he even want to answer that question? ‘The police have tracked the man down to a small village in Cornwall,’ a news reporter was saying in his mind. ‘He gave himself away when he revealed his real name to a doctor who immediately informed the authorities.’


‘What’s your name?’ The doctor reached into the inside of his jacket and drew out an old-fashioned pen and a small leather-bound notebook. ‘I’ll write it down.’


‘Do I have to answer?’


‘Always a good start,’ said the doctor. ‘They taught me that in medical school. Establish the identity of your patient. Not that you are my patient, of course. I’m just an ordinary citizen doing you a favour. So … name?’


How easy it would be to give his name. It was just a name. A simple combination of letters. A ‘J’, an ‘O’, an ‘E’. He could say his name, and then perhaps it would all be over.


‘This is the easy question. They get harder.’ The doctor tapped his notebook with his pen. ‘You are, at least, English. Or should I say British? One of the chaps thought you might be a foreigner, fallen off an oil tanker or something.’


‘An oil tanker?’


‘Or something, but you’re not. So … name?’


He tried to stutter something, but failed. His tongue seemed to be swelling again. He could invent a name, of course, but that would require imagination.


‘You don’t know your own name?’ There was a trace of impatience in this.


What would be a good name? John Smith? Far too obvious, even though there had been two John Smiths at the bank where he worked. How, he wondered, would they fare in these circumstances? Would they need to invent a more realistic name? But thinking about that wasn’t helping his predicament. The name Merkin Muffley popped into his mind; but would the doctor recognise the film reference? Possibly. Surely there were other names? Perhaps it was the trauma that had sealed off his mind. But it might equally have been discomfort with the very idea of dissembling. Joe Haak wasn’t an untruthful young man and dishonesty wasn’t in his nature. This may have been a residue from the Danish Lutheran values imparted by his father. Or the more gentle English hippy creed that he’d learned from his mother. But either way, a mental censor had intervened. Joe found himself shaking his head.


‘Do you know where you come from?’


Where do any of us come from? The subject required some thought. If he couldn’t lie to this doctor, perhaps he could close his eyes and wait for the questions to pass.


The doctor set down his pen with a sigh. ‘Amnesia then? Is that what this is?’


Amnesia would be blissful. You’re taking the fall, matey boy. How wonderful never to recall those words. ‘Amnesia?’ he echoed.


But the doctor took his reply as an assertion. ‘Amnesia. I see. Well, let me tell you something, Mr Jason Bourne, or whoever you want to pretend to be. You’ve read too many books; seen too many films. Amnesia is an invention of fiction writers. It doesn’t exist – not in the sense that you think it does. No one ever wakes up forgetting their own name. If they do, they’re lying. Serious brain damage can do very nasty things to a man’s memory, but apart from a few cuts and bruises, your body and brain seem to be happily intact. I don’t for one minute believe you have amnesia, Mr Naked-Surfing-Man or whoever you are. So I’m about to ask you the question again.’ Dr Books made a snorting noise and took up his pen. ‘Are we ready?’


Joe reopened his eyes.


‘Shall we start with a simple yes-no question? Do you know your name?’


Joe nodded, very slowly.


‘Excellent. Are you going to tell me?’


‘I suppose I shall have to.’


‘Good,’ the doctor said. ‘Please don’t play any more games with me if you want to keep on enjoying my soup. Is that your car in the Pay-and-Display car park? The white one?’


‘Yes.’


‘Where are the keys?’


‘I don’t know. At the bottom of the sea somewhere. In the belly of the whale. Who knows?’


Books gave a chuckle. ‘So there was a whale! And we all thought Kenny had made it up.’ He lifted himself out of his seat.


‘Joe. My name is Joe.’ He held out a hand and the doctor took it.


‘Delighted to make your acquaintance, Joe. Are you going to tell me where you’re from? Or what you were doing down on the beach?’


Joe gave a long sigh. ‘Did they teach you that at medical school as well?’ he asked. ‘Do you need to know everything? Are we to have no secrets?’


‘To be honest,’ said Books, ‘I can barely remember anything they taught me at medical school. It was all so long ago.’ He wrote down the name ‘Joe’ in his notebook. ‘Is there any point asking for a surname? No? Very well. I can’t call you “Joe Doe” because that would sound stupid. “Joe Soap” will have to do.’ He wrote this down and then snapped the book shut. ‘This may turn out to be the shortest medical note I’ve ever recorded.’ He collected up the soup plate and the mug. ‘You are a guest in my house,’ he said. ‘Tonight is on me. From tomorrow I will start to charge, ten pounds a day. Soup will not be included. Neither will tea. Do we have an understanding?’


‘Yes,’ said Joe, nodding gently. ‘I think we do.’


‘I have some clothes that no longer fit me. I shall bring them down for you.’


‘Thank you.’


A comfortable pause settled upon them. ‘The City,’ Joe said, after a while.


‘What?’


‘You asked where I came from. I’m from the City.’


‘Penzance?’ the doctor asked.


This made Joe laugh. ‘No. The City of London.’


‘Ahh. That City.’


‘And my name is Haak. Joe Haak.’


‘I see.’ Dr Books left the room, but then he was back. ‘I could run to some rice pudding,’ he said. ‘From a tin.’


‘That would be lovely.’
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It’s a bloody fin whale
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As he stepped out from the doctor’s house on the grey autumn morning after his unconventional arrival in St Piran, Joe could already feel a dissonance about the place. There was, it seemed to him, a discomforting misalignment in reality in this village – like a variation in gravity, or a change in the composition of atmospheric gases. Perhaps the brief coma from which he had emerged had unsettled the balance centres in his brain. Leaving the house felt like his first foray into an alien world. How curious, Joe thought, that a location should possess a feel. He had heard architects discussing a sense of place, as if there were some alchemy in the soil, or a confluence of ley-lines that could endow a site with mystical properties. A sort of geographic feng-shui. The idea had always struck Joe as unlikely, but something about this village seemed to confirm such beliefs. It nestled so comfortably in the crook of the hillside, the winding streets and granite walls echoing the natural contours of the rock cliffs beyond. Indeed, it might be hard to imagine this bay without the village, as if these low walls and slate roofs were part of the local geology, features hewn out of the rock face by the sea and the wind.


Just a short distance away from the doctor’s front door, and already Joe’s internal compass was trying to come to terms with this new place. There was no road noise. No hum from a thousand engines, no grinding gears, no horns. Yet it wasn’t silent. Seagulls brayed high on the rooftops, aerial sentinels marking out the landscape with their cries. There was the sound of the ocean, the heaving swell and motion of water and wind. A rope and canvas were flapping somewhere, slap-slapping with the breeze. He inhaled and there were the familiar Atlantic smells of salty air, wet sand, seaweed and fish scales. If ever there were a recipe to dissolve anxiety from the bones, this village seemed to possess it. He turned to walk down the hill. Something was stirring within his bloodstream. He felt an urge to explore, to walk down to the seashore, to feel the crunch of shingle beneath his feet. Maybe he could find his clothes, his wallet, his car keys. Maybe he could seek out the spot where he had walked so stubbornly into the cold waves.


It all looked so different in daylight. The only view he had had of this village had been cast in the monochrome glow of his headlights. St Piran had loomed into sight at the end of a tortuously winding lane, and not a light had been shining from the grey row of houses that had greeted him. There was no further he could drive. He had pulled up on the quay at a quarter to five in the morning and had sat for a while, listening to the sounds of the sea, breathing in the same aromas as he was breathing now. Yet how desolate and friendless it had appeared then. St Piran had felt, on that first encounter, like the condensation of despair into stone, the furthest-flung outpost of an empire of melancholy. The granite rocks along the wharf seemed as friendless and abandoned as he was. But today there were colours and textures; there were lime-washed walls and trails of moss along the stones, yellow lichens in the pointing, and pale blue front doors. He walked down the street into a small square. The weather wasn’t especially kind today. There was a stiff wind and the first cold lashings of a winter squall. The sky was as grey as a battleship. But someone in the square called out a cheerful ‘hullo’, and Joe turned his head instinctively in case the greeting had been intended for him. A square-faced woman in an apron had emerged from a narrow shop and was offering him a smile.


‘Good morning.’


There is something infectious about a smile, and Joe found his own expression lightening. They would all be at work now, he thought. His colleagues. Neatly arrayed in rows at their desks, hunched over computer screens, or barking commands into telephones. If there was still work to be done. If the doors hadn’t been locked on them, if the building wasn’t swarming with accountants and regulators and policemen. Either way his name would be common currency by now, even among people he had never met. Maybe even here, he thought. Maybe the news had reached this village before he did.


Around the corner from the square was the harbour, and there was his car, sitting alone in a small car park. He walked towards it and tried the door. Locked. Never mind. Where would he drive to, even if he could? Lying low felt like the best strategy. So now might be a good time, he thought, to make some plans. He could walk around the end of the wharf to the beach, and there, perhaps, he could clear his head and work out what to do next.


But even this plan seemed to elude him today.


A woman bustled past him, plump and cheerful in a floral dress. ‘Good mornin’, my ’ansum,’ she said as she passed.


‘Good morning.’ He turned to watch her go. Her face had been rosy and weathered. She had nodded at him as if she knew him.


Could desolation be so short-lived? Could a greeting from a stranger be sufficient to lift his spirits from the dark foreboding he had experienced when he first stepped onto this quay? Joe inhaled deeply. He had some thinking to do. In a perfect world he would be furnished with a whiteboard and a selection of coloured pens. He would have an Americano coffee and a choice of pastries. He could start to list the issues at the top of the board, and work down with options and arrows. He could write up the question ‘How much trouble am I in?’ Beneath that an arrow would lead to ‘massive trouble’ and an alternative arrow to ‘moderate trouble’ and then an option box – go left for ‘turn yourself in to the police’ or go right for ‘run!’


Or was he fleeing from ghosts? Were they phantoms entirely of his own imagination?


Along the headland the pathway snaked around an outcrop of rocks then gave way to sand and shingle. This was the beach. He had discovered it in darkness, had sat on the damp shore watching the first glow of sunrise. At dawn, compelled by a sudden desire, he had stripped off his clothes and walked into the sea. The sharp pain of the cold Atlantic waters had been almost cathartic.


The cliffs afforded very little shelter against the wind that was blowing up the beach, and the sea spray made the rocks slippery underfoot. Joe pulled the doctor’s old duffel coat tighter around his middle and lifted up the hood. There was no one on the beach, as far as he could see, apart from a beachcomber bent over the rocks, wrapped in a fisherman’s coat and sou’wester against the inclement winds. Joe walked down towards the tideline and skirted around the long spit of rocks that ran out into the sea. They were hard to climb, slippery and salty. He tried to remember where he had left his clothes, but nowhere looked familiar in the daylight. The rain and the spindrift were in his eyes. The sea was as grey as iron.


And then something caught his eye, in among the rocks, further up the shore. It looked like a column of spume rising from a patch of water very close to the tideline. He slid clumsily down the rocks and made off along the beach. A memory was stirring within him. Surely it couldn’t be there? Right off the sands? Was the water deep enough for a whale?


Then there it was, unfeasibly large, thrashing in the shallows, smacking the surface with its colossal tail.


The beachcomber had seen it too. He was running towards Joe, his arms waving.


Joe broke into a run. The whale was partly in the water and partly out, submerged halfway up its girth, twisting and splashing in the foam. Black and grey it was, striped with white, and scarred all the way down its flank like a survivor of a great battle. A murky film of red ran through the water; blood from an injury perhaps.


‘What in God’s name is it?’


The beachcomber in the yellow sou’wester had stopped, transfixed, a few short paces behind him. ‘It’s a whale. A bloody great fin whale.’


A high wave was rolling in towards the beach. As it caught the whale, the beast batted its tail against the swell and, like a huge corrugated barrel, it came scudding head first out of the water and up the sand.


‘Look out!’ Joe found himself scrabbling backwards up the shingle. ‘It’s going to beach!’


The ocean wave that had surged onto the shore now sucked away back down the sands and the whale was abandoned, head and front flippers beached, its tail still waving in the water.


‘Oh shit!’ the beachcomber shouted. ‘Oh, sweet Jesus. The bloody thing’s beached.’


It was to his credit that Kenny Kennet, who lived from the gleanings of the seashore, did not react to this whale as an economic gift from the deeps. Instead his only instinct appeared to be to protect the beast, to shepherd it safely back into the water.


Yet there was something fearful about the whale, still alive, still breathing, huge and dangerous. It could roll and crush a man in a moment.


‘We have to help it,’ Joe said. ‘We have to help it back into the water.’


Kenny was looking at him strangely. ‘I know you.’


‘You do?’


‘I carried you from the beach just yesterday. We found you over there.’ He nodded in the direction of the east cliffs. ‘We thought you were dead.’


‘You saved my life then?’ said Joe.


‘In a manner,’ said Kenny. Just as it was not in the character of the beachcomber to see profit in the whale, nor did he appear to seek anything from this stranger.


‘Thank you.’ Joe turned his attention back to the floundering creature on the sands. ‘We need to do something. We can’t just leave it here.’ Yet even as he spoke these words, Joe could feel a sense of helplessness enveloping him. What could anyone do for a beast this large? ‘I’ll stay here with it. You go and get help.’


Kenny was hesitating. A great judder came from the lungs of the beast and a blurt of spray from the blowhole, and the creature’s body seemed to sag a little lower on the sand. ‘You go,’ Kenny said. ‘They’ll more’n likely believe you. Me, they’ll think it’s one of my stories. They know me too well.’


Joe seemed to be equivocating.


‘Go,’ Kenny urged. ‘Go on.’ It was something like a command.


‘It’s no good. We’d need an army,’ Joe said. ‘It will take at least fifty men to move this whale – a hundred maybe.’


‘You’ll find them in the village. Go quick. The tide’s going to turn in about thirty minutes.’


A sudden gust of wind brought a high wave rolling up the beach and both men had to scramble back. For a brief moment the situation looked promising for the whale. The beast appeared to lift slightly as the surge caught it, but if anything, the wake left it even further up the beach. As it settled, its great head turned slightly, dropping down towards one side, and Joe found himself looking into its eye. A dreadful message of hopelessness seemed to emanate from the heart of the animal itself.


Did Joe Haak recognise its feeling of desperation? Did he reflect that, even for a whale, desolation might be short-lived? When Jeremy Melon spoke at the Festival of the Whale, years after these events happened, he would touch on this moment in Joe’s life. Jeremy would cast it as a tipping point, one of those rare instants when the decisions a person makes can determine the direction of their lives from that moment on. ‘Most of life,’ Jeremy would say, ‘is like driving on a motorway. We have no choice but to keep moving forward. The only control we have is over the speed of travel. But every now and then we pass an exit. We have just an instant to decide. Stay on the highway and nothing will change. Or turn off and find yourself in an unfamiliar town. Over the course of just a few days,’ Jeremy would say, ‘Joe Haak would turn off the highway several times. He would walk away from his bank. He would walk into the sea. He would make the decision to rescue the whale. Joe was not a procrastinator,’ Jeremy Melon said. ‘Joe was the kind of man who made choices. He made choices and he lived with the consequences.’


Was it as simple as that? In the case of the whale, some credit must be due to Kenny Kennet, who urged Joe on. Yet at that moment of vacillation, facing the forbidding prospect of raising an army from behind the closed doors of a strange town, Joe looked into the eye of the fin whale. There is not so much that separates us, Joe thought. We are both mammals. We breathe the same air. We enter this world through a bloody birth canal, we struggle to cling on to this fragile, ephemeral moment of magic called life. And then one day we exit. We could both have gone the same way, Joe thought. On this same stretch of sand.
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