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ONE


An early afternoon, late May. I’ve travelled north all 


morning with Dad, through endless-seeming drizzle 


and mist. We curse this northern climate and we cry 


out for the sun. We’re heading towards Lindisfarne. 


It’s also called Holy Island, because of the miracles 


that were supposed to happen there, for the 


masterpieces that were created there, for the 


atmosphere that still lingers there. It’s only a real 


island at high tide. We turn off the bleak A1 and 


drive between high hawthorn hedges towards the 
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hidden sea. There’s still mist and drizzle when we 


get to the causeway. We’ve checked the tide 


timetables and we thought that by now the tide 


would be out, but no. The water’s still high and the 


causeway’s submerged. The island is lost in the mist. 


There are yellow warning signs. A skull and 


crossbones. A photograph of a car submerged in the 


sea, the passengers huddled together on its roof.


CHECK TIMETABLES


BE PATIENT


TAKE CARE


DANGER OF DEATH


Dad parks the car and we wait. Lindisfarne. 


We’ve been coming here every year, ever since Mum 


died. It’s a holiday that’s also a pilgrimage, a journey 


into the beautiful past, into the place she loved 


above all others in the world. 


We say we don’t mind that we have to wait. 


We’re trying to be at ease with each other, trying to 
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get that Lindisfarne feeling – that happy sad feeling 


that we know so well. Our bodies lean towards each 


other. This is my father, the living person I love 


above all others in the world.


He puts on the radio and immediately there’s 


news of another bomb on a train in France. He 


grunts and says we don’t need that here, not now. 


He switches through the channels and ﬁnds an 


opera playing. He sighs with delight and does that 


thing where he sings along with the soprano, 


laughing as he lifts his voice girlishly high. I used to 


ﬁnd it hilarious. The car windows are open and the 


voices blend with the invisible larks singing above 


the ﬁelds behind and the invisible gulls squealing 


above the sea ahead. 


And the mist disperses as the waters fall. 


The drizzle stops.


And the light returns.


And there they are, as they always are, in the 
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world and in my mind: the gleaming sea, the dunes, 


the rooftops of the village, the castle on its rock, the 


memories that rise and fall like water, that shift like 


sand. 


Dad sings on. I want him to stop. I want to hear 


the sea, the birds, the breeze.


I don’t hear the boy’s footsteps. He’s suddenly 


there by my window and for an instant he pauses. 


He turns his head and looks into my eyes. His silver 


earrings shiver and glint. His hair is dark and 


shining, and it stands up in a crown of spikes around 


his head. He’s dressed in black and he carries a red 


rucksack. His clothes are dusty and worn. We share 


that glance, no words. He keeps on moving forward 


and he wades into the sea. It’s ankle-deep, shin-


deep. I want to yell out a warning.


‘Stupid fool,’ says Dad. He raises his voice. ‘Hoy! 


Take your time, son!’


No reaction. And we know there’s no real danger, 
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not at this time. He won’t be washed away.


Dad shrugs, and leans towards the windscreen.


‘Fool. But what a hairstyle, eh? Punk. I thought 


that had died years back. But mebbe it still exists 


where he comes from.’


‘Where he comes from?’ I say.


‘Well, doesn’t look like he comes from here, does 


he?’ 


He laughs.


‘I played with punk myself for a while. I wore 


nothing but a bin bag for a while. Had a necklace of 


safety pins. I wrote HATE across my forehead with a 


Magic Marker. I spat and cursed and snarled and 


said I detested everything and everybody.’


I roll my eyes: Dad, Head Teacher, in his Levi’s 


and sandals and his red cord shirt and sunglasses, 


once a punk? No way.


‘I was wild,’ he laughs. ‘For a week or two. 


Probably till your grandma cooked me a chicken pie 
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and asked if I detested that as well. I soon caved in. 


Takes determination to be a monster . . .’


He narrows his eyes.


‘Where’s he from?’ he says. ‘How’d he get here?’


‘We could take him over,’ I say.


‘Be his ferryman. I think not.’


The water continues falling. There’s just an inch 


or two of it above the causeway. Cars move past us 


and start to cross. They spray glittering water across 


the boy as they pass. He takes no notice.


Dad switches on the engine and the car rolls 


forward. We soon catch up with him. 


‘We could,’ I say to Dad. ‘You used to hitchhike 


in your younger days. You told me that.’


He shakes his head.


‘That was then. This is now. The world’s going 


through some very dark days. You’ve got to be 


careful.’


But he slows down. The boy gazes at me again. A 
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boy? Not quite. A boy becoming a man. There’s a 


tattoo on his cheek, another on his neck. Birds, both 


of them. On his T-shirt, the two white words: DARK 


STAR. His eyes are dark dark brown. 


I look right into them. 


I catch my breath. My heart skips a beat. 


Right from that moment, I think that part of me 


knows what is to come.


Maybe Dad knows something, too. He accelerates 


quickly, sprays seawater on to the boy, who calls out 


in protest. I turn to see him with his arm thrust 


upward, middle ﬁnger pointing at the sky, at us. He 


yells an indecipherable curse.


‘Nice boy,’ grins Dad. ‘I’ve taught a few like him 


in my day.’


‘I think not, Dad,’ I murmur, and he doesn’t hear.


I keep turning. The boy diminishes, and becomes 


a slow-moving dark scratch in the intensifying light. 


We drive across the slick wet sands, the draining 
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pools on the causeway, past the refuge hut halfway 


across, past low-lying dunes, towards the village, 


the harbour, the castle, the endless sea beyond.


There are swans on the glassy water. Eider ducks 


paddle by the seaweed. A little ﬂock of terns dances 


in the sky.


Dad goes on singing. He reaches across and 


squeezes my shoulder and smiles. I sigh and smile 


back at him.


Lindisfarne. Yes, I’m glad we came. Good to be 


here again.


*


My name’s Louise. I’ve just turned sixteen. I ﬁrst 


came here when I was two. I have hazy memories of 


it that might just be dreams: Mum, Dad, me, a sunlit 


joyful week. Then Mum died when I was eight, in 


the depths of an icy northern winter, and Dad and I 


continued coming here. We come to feel her spirit 


in the island’s breezes, in the splash of its sea, the 
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calling of its birds. We always stay at the same place, 


do the same things. Swim at Snipe Point and 


Sandham Bay and laugh as we tell each other that 


the water isn’t cold. Eat lobster and cod. Light a ﬁre 


at night outside our upturned boat-cabin while the 


ﬁrmament intensiﬁes above. Lie in soft pockets of 


dunes and read to each other from our books. Sing 


her favourite songs, tell each other each year that 


our harmonies are becoming more beautiful. Stay at 


Spinner’s Cottage on the lane down to the harbour.


Here it is, the same as always. The bright-green 


door with the golden Celtic cross as a knocker. The 


brown mat in the hall with the interweaving complex 


Celtic pattern on it. Living room with the stove 


already laid with paper, sticks and coal. The bottle 


of red wine for Dad, the bag of multi-coloured 


animal-shaped Haribo for me.


Dad laughs.


‘Mrs McTavish thinks you’re still eight,’ he says.
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I’ll be eight for this. I rip the packet open and 


shove a handful of the sticky soft sweets into my 


mouth. Delicious. 


Here’s the card that always waits for us.


‘Does she hope we have a dazzlingly delicious 


delightful time?’ I ask.


‘She does indeed! How on earth did you know? 


Oh, but look, there is a change!’


And he shows the set of keys left just for me.


‘So you’re no longer just a little girl to her!’


His eyes linger on me for a moment.


‘She’s right, of course,’ he tells me. ‘Not long now 


until you’re a woman, Louise. How quickly all things 


change.’


I put the keys into my pocket. 


He sighs.


‘Your mum would have been so proud of you,’ he 


says.


He unscrews the wine, pours himself a glass.
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‘You’re going to say it’s six o’clock somewhere in 


the world?’ I say.


‘And how did you know that?’ 


He holds the bottle out towards me and I shake 


my head.


‘Be different if you were with your mates, eh?’ he 


says.


I laugh and think of the wild night last week with 


Becca and Gem for my sixteenth birthday, getting 


into bars with fake ID, tottering through Newcastle’s 


streets on charity-shop stilettos. Becca and Gem. 


They’re camping in the Lake District this week. They 


wanted me to go with them. I said I couldn’t. I said 


the trip to Lindisfarne was really important. I 


couldn’t let Dad down. But I said that one day before 


too long, maybe when we’re at university, we’ll all 


wander the world together. The world will be our 


oyster. We’ll be wandering stars. We’ll be footloose 


and free. 















1




3




ISLAN




D




We put our bags into our bedrooms. There’s a 


narrow window that opens to the wide sea. I touch 


the cold glass, the familiar wooden frame. There’s a 


tiny smiling mermaid lying there as always on the 


sill. I used to talk to her in the night, I used to swim 


with her in my dreams. I called her Marina and used 


to tell myself that she was me. 


We’ll see seals, maybe dolphins. One year, folk 


said a family of whales was spotted, out towards 


Longstone Lighthouse. I peered at the surface of the 
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