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  Whale Island




  

     

  




  ONE


 It was like two worlds. Overhead, the sun beat down from a clear blue sky. A hundred yards ahead, the dunes had already disappeared.




  Fin stopped and waited, feeling his bare arms turn to gooseflesh. Even at the height of summer the sea mist brought with it a chill. A deadening of sound and vision. A sense of reality

  suspended.




  He could feel ribs of sand pressing into the arches of his feet. The warm water lapping round his ankles. The air was still, but the mist needed no wind for movement. Dragon’s breath,

  boiling up out of the sea. That was how Fin had always thought of it. The sigh of ancient, leathery lungs in some vast dark cavern, fifty fathoms below.




  Now the mist brushed up against him, rolled around him, as if deciding whether to smother him or sweep him away.




  There was a strident call, somewhere between a long honk and a grunt. The ferry, making her way out to the islands, the sound of the siren distorted by the fog.




  The islands. We were one of them till they built the bridge, he thought. He had liked to think of himself as an islander when he was a kid. A Whale Islander. Different. That’s how

  he’d felt as he’d watched the occasional visitors step down on to the jetty. Proud and independent, piratical even. But now all he could think of was starting university and getting

  away on to the mainland. And just ahead of him, invisible in the mist, the bridge hung like a thread of hope across the narrows. He could hear a muted rumble as a vehicle crossed it.




  The morning’s inactivity on the beach had left him feeling sluggish. He wished he had brought a fleece. Still, the twenty-minute walk back to the village would warm him up. He stepped from

  the water on to firm wet sand and set off homewards. Not even the thickest sea mist – and this one seemed to be thickening by the minute – could disorientate him on this stretch of

  shore. He had walked it hundreds – no, more like thousands – of times in his eighteen years. He knew every sweep and promontory, every dune, almost every rock pool, between here and

  home.




  Any minute now he would come to the first pier of the bridge, rising up through the fog like a great steel-and-concrete giant’s leg. He could hear another vehicle approaching now. Closer.

  Slowing and stopping. Directly ahead of him. The sound of a door opening. Someone getting out. A voice.




  Fin walked forward. The pier materialised beside him, towering into the murk. He looked up but could see nothing.




  He paused as a second door opened. There were footsteps, no more than thirty feet above his head, on the far side of the bridge. The vehicle had been heading towards the mainland. Now there was

  a scuffling sound, raised voices, then a cry. Scarcely human, more like the shriek of a seabird. Followed by a fleeting glimpse of movement in the mist. And then a dull, wet thud.




  Fin stood where he was, rooted to the sand. There was a long moment of silence. Then a short burst of frenzied splashing. Then silence again.




  He began to run.




  He was almost on her before he saw her. The splashing started again as one leg drummed the shallows where she lay half in, half out of the water. Fin could see the sleek black curve of rock on

  which she had landed, a porpoise arcing out of the sand. A couple of feet in either direction and she would have missed it, for what difference that might have made. The way she lay, sprawled

  across the rock on her back, she looked like something discarded. But her eyes were open and they widened as she focused on Fin. She was in her early twenties, he guessed. She had high cheekbones,

  dark hair falling across a chalk-pale face. She was slim in jeans and sweatshirt, now soaked. But for the colour of her skin she could have been Maia, he thought, his heart thundering in his chest

  as he knelt down beside her in the water.




  The fog swirled around them now, so thick he could see no more than a couple of yards beyond her.




  She opened her mouth but no sound came out.




  He leaned forward, put his head close to her face.




  Her whisper was almost inaudible. ‘Help . . . me . . .’




  ‘I’ll help you,’ he said.




  She groaned and her eyes clouded in pain.




  ‘I’m . . . frigh . . . tened . . .’




  She looked up at him.




  He didn’t have his phone on him. What the hell should he do? Leave her to get help? Stay with her and hope someone came along? Shout out at the top of his lungs?




  ‘Please . . . hold . . . m—’




  Her body shuddered and little flecks of foam appeared at her lips.




  ‘Your hand?’




  Her eyes flickered.




  Fin reached down and took it. Despite the chill damp air, her hand was warm and the skin felt very smooth. The fingernails were bitten low.




  ‘It’s OK,’ he said, feeling hopeless. ‘You’ll be all right. There’ll be help along soon.’




  She had begun to pant. More foam bubbled at her mouth, pinkish now.




  He longed to run away. But he also wanted to comfort her, take her in his arms if need be. He was terrified of hurting her. Her head lolled back over the rock, though she had moved it to look at

  him, so her neck couldn’t be broken.




  ‘I’m going to get you more comfortable,’ he said.




  He let go of her hand and it fell at her side. He shuffled round in the water to kneel behind her on the edge of the rock. Then lifted her head and took it on his lap. He laid one palm against

  the side of her face and felt the tiniest pressure from her cheek. With the other hand he stroked her head. Through the seawater tang came the scent of shampoo.




  ‘Is that all right?’ he asked.




  She gave a little grunt.




  ‘You’re OK,’ he said again. ‘I’m here. With you. There’ll be help soon.’




  She was panting again, faster now and shallower.




  ‘It’s all right.’ He could feel his voice rising in his throat.




  Her eyes were starting to lose focus. She was slipping away from him.




  ‘Stay with me,’ he whispered. ‘Please. Please. Don’t go.’




  He was rubbing her cheek now with one hand and stroking her hair with the other.




  ‘It’s OK, it’s OK . . .’ He was repeating it like a mantra, over and over again. ‘Stay with me, stay with me . . .’




  And then suddenly she was gone.




  For a moment the mist eddied above his head and thinned. A wafer of sunlight fell on her face, and Fin caught a swift movement aloft, the flash of a gull’s wing against the blue.




  Then the mist closed around them once more. The shocked young man kneeling in the water with the stranger’s head cradled in his lap.




  

     

  




  TWO


   Separated from the mainland by a narrow channel, Whale Island was five miles long and a little over a mile and a half wide. In former

  days it had been known for the whaling station from which it took its name, two small fishing communities, a herd of wild goats and a shrine to St Brigid, who was reputed miraculously to have saved

  the crew of a stricken ship run aground in the island’s Goat Bay during a storm. Now, since the building of the bridge, some visitors still made a kind of pilgrimage to the shrine, but most

  simply came for the sheltered beaches and the picturesque fishing village of Easthaven.




  Today the mist had spared Easthaven, a sunlit mosaic of glinting water and upturned boats, white cottages, stacks of orange lobster pots and lengths of blue synthetic rope.




  In the back seat of the police car, Fin registered none of it.




  The car was drawing to a halt at the harbour. One of the policemen was saying something to him.




  ‘Sorry . . . ?’




  ‘I said, you all right, son?’




  He nodded.




  ‘Don’t want us to come in with you?’




  ‘No, thanks.’




  ‘Did all you could, you know.’




  ‘I guess so.’




  ‘Get your mum to put the kettle on. Make you a cuppa. We’ll be back later to take a statement.’




  Fin climbed out of the car and stood in the sunshine, every moment of the last hour vivid in his mind. The short minutes leading up to the girl’s death. Then, almost immediately

  afterwards, the footsteps approaching. The appearance out of the mist of a short, balding, bespectacled man in a suit splashing through the shallow water in his shiny shoes. The moment of surprise

  as he took in the sight of Fin and the girl. Then shaking his head, saying in clipped tones, ‘I tried to stop her.’ And shocked and dazed though Fin was, his feeling that something was

  not right . . .




  He stepped out of the sunlight and into the alley that ran between the cottages. He was glad the police hadn’t insisted on seeing him to his door. If his father was in, he’d assume

  the worst before Fin had even opened his mouth. He always did. That was Danny Carpenter’s way. Or had been since the accident which had crippled him, half Fin’s lifetime ago. And right

  now a bawling match with his father was the last thing he needed. Thank God it was his mother’s Saturday off.




  He paused at the front door, frozen at the thought of the normality that lay the other side. He had just held someone’s head on his lap as they died. And through there his mother would be

  tidying or emptying the washing machine or making a cup of coffee . . .




  He took a deep breath, then opened the door. And realised at once that today nothing was normal.




  Sounds came from the sitting room. Kath Carpenter and someone else, another woman. Their voices low, intense. Although he couldn’t hear what they were saying, the sense of drama was

  palpable, even through the closed door.




  Fin stood in the crowded kitchen wondering what to do.




  He didn’t want to intrude, but he wasn’t sure how much longer he could contain what had happened.




  The living-room door opened and his mother came out.




  ‘Hey, sweetheart! Heard you coming in. Back already?’




  Fin tried a smile and failed.




  She frowned. Over her shoulder he could see the television through the living-room door. She was not a daytime television-watcher, not even at weekends. But now it was on, though the sound was

  off. It was showing scenes of devastation in some crowded city street. Rubble. Wrecked cars. Shattered market stalls. Dark stains on the ground.




  ‘You all right?’




  He shrugged. ‘I guess.’




  She lowered her voice and smiled. ‘Can it keep, whatever it is? See . . . I’ve got Sally here. Just back from the city.’ She gestured at the television. ‘She got caught up

  in . . . that. She’s in a bit of a state, poor love. She was passing the West Indian market when it went off. The market was packed. And, trust Sally, she went in to help . . .’ His

  mother’s voice faltered. ‘She saw some dreadful things.’




  Fin tried another smile. ‘Yeah. It’ll keep. I’m going upstairs.’




  Kath put her hand on his arm. ‘Have a good natter later, eh?’




  ‘Sure.’




  He climbed the narrow stairs and stopped on the little landing at the top. On the shelf below the skylight was an old brass barometer. The weather had been good for the last week, the needle

  holding resolutely to the extreme right. Now it was swinging back towards the centre.




  Number Thirteen, Easthaven, like most of its neighbours, had six rooms. Three bedrooms upstairs, two small, one slightly larger. Kitchen, living room and bathroom downstairs. Despite the

  historic character of the village, and the building restrictions that went with it, one or two incomers had found ingenious ways to create more space in the low, cramped cottages. But most of the

  islanders simply made do with things as they’d been arranged two hundred years ago, when the cottages had first been built. There were only thirty of them, clustered in a vague semicircle

  around the harbour. There were no street names, just Easthaven. Fin had always liked that. Number Thirteen, Easthaven. It felt as if his cottage was something important to the village, a solid part

  of what made it into a place. And solid they were, these cottages, with their gable ends to the sea so that the winds and rain and spray battered the windowless end walls, not the vulnerable front

  doors and windows. Fin liked that too. That someone had thought about it. Worked out how to minimise the ill effects of being so close to the water. Though it meant that there was little space or

  light between the cottages, as they hunkered down in short rows under the lea of the hill that rose to landward.




  Now Fin opened the door to his left and went in. Maia’s room. It was a few months since he’d last been in here. It looked as if she’d just tidied it. Books, music and movies

  neatly arranged on the shelf, bedcover drawn up and her old threadbare teddy sitting watchfully on the hump of the pillows. Knick-knacks crowding the little dressing table. Bead necklaces hanging

  round the frame of the mirror. Blue Planet poster behind the bed. But it smelt empty, musty, as if it was too long since the window had been opened. Fin felt the ache of longing start, the

  lump rise in his throat. Could Maia have died? Frightened, alone like the girl on the beach? It was nearly a year now since they’d last heard anything from her. Eighteen months since that

  awful Christmas Day when she’d left home – forever, she’d said. Though over the following months there had been texts, the occasional phone call, and one weekend when Kath and Fin

  had taken the overnight bus to visit her at university. But finally, at the end of last summer, a jubilant postcard: Got a job! Then silence.




  Anger, confusion and a deep ache of loss. These were what Fin felt whenever he thought of Maia, his adored older sister. Her twenty-second birthday just last month and nowhere to send her a

  card. For so long his guardian and protector. The one who cleaved her way through life’s choppy waters, leaving Fin to paddle along comfortably behind. He could understand why she’d

  left home. Danny had worn her down, their clashes becoming more and more intense as she started at university and all her passion found its focus in her studies, her concern for the environment.

  Not that Danny, a former fisherman, could argue much with that. But her education, her way with words, made him feel clumsy and inadequate. Fin could see that. And, no matter how often Kath

  intervened, he took every opportunity to undermine her. To snipe at her student way of life, her friends, her clothes, her taste in music, her airy-fairy politics, as he called them. Until finally,

  that day, seated round the table for Christmas dinner, Danny had gone too far. And Maia, beyond tears, her face tight with rage, had gone upstairs, packed a suitcase and walked out of the house,

  leaving a half-finished plate of turkey on the table. The worst thing of all was that it was Fin who had started it. Rising to some snide remark from Danny about the dreadlocks he had started to

  grow, when he should have known to keep his mouth shut. Especially on Christmas Day. Then Maia had stepped in to say that actually they had been her idea, that he’d look like her idol, Bob

  Marley. And so the argument had escalated until the two of them were screaming at one another and eventually even Kath had given up trying to get them to see sense and had sat there in her paper

  hat, head in hands, staring at her best tablecloth.




  Still, despite his feelings of guilt, Fin could see that since Danny’s accident, the chemistry between his father and sister had soured beyond repair, and anyway neither of them was able

  or willing to compromise. Maia had been only six months away from the end of her studies, so perhaps the gesture of leaving had been more symbolic than anything. But why had she then cut them

  all out of her life? What had happened? Was it the job? A relationship? An opportunity overseas? Did she have any idea how hurtful the unanswered texts had been? The unreturned phone

  messages . . . ? Now, of course, Fin had given up, assumed she’d got rid of the old phone. But until today, a few minutes ago, he had never allowed himself to think the very worst.




  He threw himself down on the bed and buried his face in the pillow, hoping that maybe some scent of her, some reassuring trace remained. He was relieved when the tears came, though he

  wasn’t sure whether they were for the dead girl, or his sister, or both.




  Later he got up again. This was no good. It wouldn’t bring Maia back. He plumped the pillows and smoothed the cover down. He knew his mother paid occasional visits to the room when the

  house was empty. A couple of times he’d caught a whiff of her perfume around the door. He also knew that his father wanted to reclaim the room so they could tidy away some of the junk that

  cluttered the small house.




  ‘She’s not coming back, woman. You know that as well as I do. And even if she did, I wouldn’t have her . . .’




  Sometimes Fin wondered why his mother hadn’t left long ago. Got herself a flat in Cliffton, on the mainland, where she’d been brought up. But she had a stubborn streak, Kath

  Carpenter. Like mother, like daughter. And he knew there was a part of her that still, despite herself, believed Danny’s disability, his self-pity and bitterness, were challenges she would

  eventually overcome. So for the time being, Maia’s room waited ready for her return.




  Well, his mother could visit it as much as she liked, thought Fin, closing the door. But that was the last time he would go in there till Maia came back. He crossed the landing and went into his

  own room. Lay down on his own bed and breathed deeply. This was his haven. No matter what went on, he could usually put himself back together in here. This was the place where he thought about

  things, imagined them, created them. Where, sometimes, things happened that made him feel he was marching to the beat of the universe.




  He closed his eyes. At once the young woman’s face filled his mind. Her imploring look as she asked him to hold her hand. He opened his eyes again quickly. Focused on the narrow workbench

  which spanned the whole wall beneath the window.




  There was his laptop, speakers perched on the window-sill behind it. And there, taking up most of the rest of the bench space, was the Carpenter Patent Beer Dispenser. His own invention. It had

  been there for over a year now and he hadn’t yet had the heart to dismantle it. From the centre of the bench rose a metal arm, slightly shorter than his own, with an elbow joint halfway up

  and a claw for a hand. Pulleys ran like sinews from the shoulder to the claw. In front of it sat a pad on which were set a can and a glass, held in place by an adjustable frame. When the laptop was

  on, all he had to do, from anywhere in the room, was say, ‘Beer, please!’ and the arm would bend, the claw would lift the ring pull and the frame would release the can as the arm lifted

  it free, tilted it and poured the contents into the glass. In theory. In practice it had succeeded once out of a dozen attempts, an expensive way of ruining his bedroom carpet. Still, it had been a

  near-triumph at the time. He’d scrounged some bits and pieces from Mr Newton, the design teacher, made the arm and claw and holding frame in the school metal workshop and got hold of a copy

  of some voice-activation software from a kid whose father worked for an engineering firm. Once he’d fine-tuned the prototype, his plan had been to try something much more ambitious, the

  Carpenter Patent Ice Cold and In Your Hand Beer Dispenser, although that would have involved buying a mini-fridge and taking up the carpet to fix a set of rails to the floor between the

  bench and the bedside, and he wasn’t sure what his mother would have thought about that. Though he knew what his father would think, and not hesitate to say: ‘Contraptions. Don’t

  see the point of ’em. You should be outside getting your sleeves rolled up, rather than sitting in your room all day. Christ, boy, I was at sea when I was your age, doing man’s work. I

  was a man at seventeen, but your generation . . . you’re bloody soft.’ Maybe you’re right, Fin would have been tempted to say, but look where being a man got you. Though in

  fact he would have bitten his tongue yet again and watched as his father limped out of the room, with that twisted, dragging movement of his left leg that sometimes made Fin want to scream.




  As a small boy, Fin had always had the idea that one day he would build the best toy in the world. It would be the most fun, exciting, fast, scary, fantastic, lovely thing anyone had ever made.

  It would be better than the best computer game, the best movie, the best story, the best construction kit, the best wildlife film and the best fairground ride. It would be all the things he looked

  forward to or longed for, rolled into one. And as time went on, when his parents were arguing, if he got into bed and put his pillow over his head and thought about the best toy in the world, it

  seemed to blot out all the badness. But his attempts to build it had always ended in dismal failure, because he had no idea what it was. The closest he’d got was a model of an autogyro, a

  kind of simple two-man helicopter. Making something that actually flew would have been a major breakthrough. But although the rotors spun furiously as it sped along the bench, they lacked the power

  to lift it off. And little by little it had dawned on him that perhaps this fabulous toy could only ever exist in his imagination.




  Then, during his last year at school, an even more intriguing thought had struck him. Maybe the toy was his imagination, pure and simple. The place where he was entirely free to think,

  do, or be anything he chose. And if that was the case, perhaps the virtual world might be more interesting than the physical, tangible, three-dimensional world of Useful Things, whose design was

  where he’d so far imagined his future might lie. So he’d abandoned the Carpenter Patent Beer Dispensing devices and begun drawing and sketching. Then he’d downloaded some free

  software on to his laptop and started experimenting with simple animations of everyday objects. Halfway through the autumn term the head of design and technology had passed him on to the Art

  department. And now, on the strength of a short animation he’d made over the Christmas holidays, he had an unconditional place on the animation course at Northwestern University and a project

  to complete for the beginning of term. Storyboards for a thirty-second animation on the theme Life Is a Bowl of Cherries. Although at this moment it seemed like a distant planet . . .




  Downstairs he heard his mother and Sally saying goodbye. The front door opening and closing. Then his mother’s footsteps on the stairs.




  

     

  




  THREE


  The policemen returned late in the afternoon. Kath made them a cup of tea and they sat, all four, round the small table in the

  kitchen.




  They were polite and friendly, Kath thought, and considerate of what Fin had been through. One asked questions, the other scribbled in a notebook. A well-rehearsed routine.




  She could tell that Fin was shaken. When she first went into his room she thought he might have been crying. His eyes looked puffy and some of the brightness seemed to have gone out of his face.

  As she listened to him, sitting on the end of his bed, she found it hard to believe that this was her son, telling her how he’d looked after a dying girl, alone in the fog on the seashore.

  And when he finished, and shrugged, and said, ‘Well, that’s it, there’s nothing more to say,’ she couldn’t help feeling that something else had happened out there in

  the mist. That he had crossed a line. And her heart gave a tug as she realised that this was the beginning of losing him.




  But now, as he talked with the policemen, answering their questions in a level voice, sure of what he had seen and heard, repeating his answers when they asked him to, Kath felt nothing but

  pride. He seemed to have filled out over the summer. The shoulders were broader, the planes and angles of the face more pronounced, the skin a rich glowing brown. And, once she’d got used to

  them, the dreadlocks, deep chestnut and shot with streaks of honey from the salt and sun, did lend a certain rakishness to his look, she had to admit. There was no doubt he was handsome. How would

  Maia look now . . . ? Kath dug her nails into her palms and forced herself to concentrate on what was happening here in the kitchen.




  ‘And you’re certain you heard two voices?’




  ‘Certain.’




  ‘Could you tell who they were?’




  ‘No. But I guess it was the man in the suit and the girl.’




  ‘Talking to one another?’




  ‘Not really. At first just one saying something. I think it was the girl. Then nothing for a while.’




  ‘And then?’




  ‘Then the other person getting out of the car. Then a bit of an argument, a scuffle maybe. But very short.’




  ‘What next?’




  ‘The cry.’




  ‘Straightaway?’




  ‘Yes.’




  The writer nodded and closed his notebook as his colleague downed the last of his tea, then said, ‘Thank you, young man. You’ve been very helpful. And thanks for the tea,

  love.’




  Kath smiled. ‘So, what now?’




  ‘Well, it looks like suicide. In which case there’ll be an inquest. We might need to call your son as a witness. We’ll let you know.’




  ‘Do we . . . Do you know her name?’ Fin asked.




  ‘Yes. It’s Charlotte Svensson. She worked on Seal Island, at the Institute, as a researcher. The gentleman you met, who was driving her, was Mr Hunter. He’s the head of

  security there. We’ve also spoken with the director, Dr Whitelands. It seems she’d been suffering from depression for some time. They were sending her off on sick leave to the mainland.

  Mr Hunter was taking her to Cliffton to get the train. When they got on to the bridge, she said she was feeling sick and asked Mr Hunter to stop the car. She went to the parapet while he waited in

  the car. Next thing he knew she was climbing it. He says he shouted at her to stop, and she shouted back that it was too late. He made a grab for her but she jumped. He couldn’t do anything

  about it.’




  ‘I guess not.’ Fin looked down at his empty teacup.




  ‘How old was she?’ Kath asked as the policemen made their way to the door.




  ‘Twenty-two,’ replied the questioner.




  The same age as Maia. She showed them out and closed the door behind them.




  ‘So she was from here . . . on the islands,’ said Fin, still staring into the bottom of his cup. ‘I thought she’d be a tourist . . . That kind of makes it worse,

  doesn’t it?’




  Kath shook her head. ‘It’s horrible whoever she was . . .’ She reached across and took Fin’s hand. ‘Look, this is really hard for you, love, I know. What

  d’you think would help? A bit of distraction? Go into Cliffton and see a movie, maybe? Just stay in, watch some TV? Go and see Poacher?’




  Fin thought for a moment. ‘Reckon I’ll go over to Poach’s.’




  Kath smiled. Difficult though it was to admit, there were times when friends made for better medicine than parents. ‘Good idea,’ she said.




  Then the smiled faded and her heart sank as the familiar step echoed up the alley. The slow, laboured sound of one foot being placed firmly on the ground, then the pause and shuffle as the other

  was dragged behind it.




  Kath got up and went to the door. ‘I’ll explain it all,’ she said over her shoulder to Fin. ‘You go and get ready.’




  But before Fin could rise from the table the door was flung open. Danny Carpenter stood in the doorway, red-faced and bleary-eyed. He swayed, then planted his stick firmly in front of him and

  said loudly, ‘So, what the police doing here in my house, eh?’ His gaze fixed on Fin. ‘What you been up to? You been in trouble? Because if you have, I swear to God, you’ll

  feel the end of . . .’




  He swayed again.




  Kath put out an arm to steady him, but he brushed it away.




  ‘Get off me, woman.’




  She ignored him. ‘He hasn’t been in trouble, Danny. Quite the opposite . . .’




  ‘All right, all right.’ Danny took several unsteady steps into the room, grasped one of the chairs vacated by the policemen and slumped into it. ‘So he can tell me himself.

  Can’t you, Finlay?’




  Fin edged back in his chair as the beer fumes hit him.




  ‘Look’, said Kath, ‘he’s just had a very difficult experience, and he’s been helping . . .’




  ‘It’s all right, Mum,’ said Fin. ‘I can tell him.’




  ‘Go on, then,’ said Danny. Make me believe you, his look said.




  ‘I was under the bridge when someone committed suicide. At least . . . that’s what the police said.’




  His doubt failed to register with Danny. ‘What you mean, committed suicide?’




  ‘Fell,’ said Fin. He seemed reluctant to say ‘jumped’, thought Kath. ‘In front of me. Landed on a rock and broke her back. That’s what I think it was, anyway.

  And I . . . I was with her. While she died.’




  Now he was biting his lip. Kath wanted to go and put her arms round him. But she knew that would only incite Danny further. Fin managed to retain his composure and meet his father’s

  suspicious gaze.




  ‘And what were you doing . . . under the bridge?’




  ‘Danny. For God’s sake, let him—’




  Danny waved a dismissive hand and glared at Fin across the table.




  ‘I was on my way back from the beach.’




  ‘Not at work then . . .’




  ‘No, Dad. It’s my Saturday off.’ He was doing his best to sound reasonable. Kath could only guess how he must be feeling.




  Danny snorted. ‘Your Saturday off. Oh yes. From Kettle’s Cafe. Serving tea to tourists. What kind of a job’s that? Girl’s work, that’s what—’




  ‘Look, Dad, we’ve been through all this before.’ Fin started to get up from the table.




  ‘Sit down!’ Danny bellowed. ‘I haven’t finished.’




  Fin looked at him, hesitated, then sat down.




  ‘See, you wouldn’t get a proper job looking like that, anyway. That hair of yours . . . like a bloody rat’s nest. So . . . my point is,’ he blinked slowly, ‘when

  you going to get it cut?’




  Kath stepped forward. ‘All right, Danny. That’s enough.’




  Danny half turned and scowled. ‘You stay out of this, Kath.’




  But now Fin was on his feet. Kath could see the vein pulsing at his throat.




  ‘I’m going out now, Dad.’ Fin moved round the table and made his way to the door.




  Danny gaped at him dully. Then his face clouded with rage and he fumbled for his stick, which was hanging on the back of the chair beside him. Kath ignored him and followed Fin into the

  alley.




  ‘We’ll go to the movies another day, yeah?’


  

  Kath did her best to smile, but her heart went out to him as she watched him walk away down the alley.


  

  Then she braced herself and went inside again.




  

     

  




  FOUR


  Across the road, at the end of the alley, Easthaven’s harbour was enclosed by two concrete walls that ran out from the land like the

  crooked claws of some giant crab.




  In the years since his father’s accident, Fin had lost count of the number of times he had walked out along the seaward wall, climbed the rusty rungs and sat down on the top, staring out

  to sea. Now it was a clear, still evening with no trace of the shrouding mist. On the northerly horizon the ferry was making her way back from the islands. And to the east there was the bridge,

  spanning the few hundred yards between the island and the low green hills of the mainland. His means of escape . . . but something else now too.




  Charlotte Svensson. Who was she, lying there broken on that porpoise rock, alone and terrified and in agony? In the intensity of the moment she had been a life that was about to go out. That was

  all. And everything. Now . . . she was dead, but she had crashed into Fin’s life, and he felt unfamiliar tremors around him, as if he was in the aftermath of some seismic shock. Where was she

  from? What had she been doing at the Institute? And the most insistent question of all, had she really jumped?




  ‘Hey, Fin!’




  He turned around. A tall fair-haired figure was beckoning to him from outside the Ship Inn, the pub that stood on the corner where the road curved round into the harbour. Had it not been low and

  white-painted like the cottages, it would have seemed incongruous here in Easthaven, the only hint of commerce on the harbour front of this otherwise sleepy village. But the Ship Inn had been here

  at least as long as most of the other buildings and, apart from the addition of benches and sun umbrellas in the summer, its outward appearance had changed hardly at all in two centuries.




  Fin stood up, climbed back down the rungs and set off towards his friend.




  Poacher leaned against the wall beneath the ancient harbour lamp by the door to the public bar. Over six feet tall, with pale blue eyes and a tangle of tawny curls, he was dressed in a

  sweatshirt, denim cut-offs and sandals. He looked like a beach bum. He was a beach bum. Or would have been had his dragon mother not press-ganged him into working in the pub every holiday,

  where he’d been taking orders, preparing and serving food, and washing dishes ever since they’d bought the place three years ago. Though, in truth, it was no great hardship for Poacher,

  since one of his two passions was cooking. He was never happier than when he had his sleeves rolled up, oil sizzling in a pan, a sharp knife to hand and something to chop. Fin loved the way his

  friend’s large, clumsy-looking hands could slice and dice with such precision.




  Poacher’s other passion was the sea. Until this summer he’d spent every moment he wasn’t at school, or helping in the pub, in the water with a surfboard. Then he had discovered

  sea-kayaking. And now the banana, as he called it, the strange-looking yellow fibreglass craft that sat on the grass outside the Archers’ family home, was the only thing he could talk about

  apart from food. And even then he’d named it after something edible.




  ‘You look crap.’ Poacher had never seen the point of conversational niceties.




  Fin shrugged. ‘Yeah, well . . .’




  ‘D’you want to come over to mine?’




  ‘OK.’




  Poacher fetched his bike from behind the wheelie bins.




  ‘How was work?’ Fin asked.




  Poacher rolled his eyes. ‘Mental. Coachload of geriatrics all wanting sausages and chips.’




  They walked away from the harbour towards the new part of Easthaven. New in that it had only been there for fifty years. A collection of bungalows and modern two-storey houses that sprawled up

  the hill behind the harbour. The Archers had the end-of-row bungalow on the imaginatively named Seaview Terrace. Like Poacher himself, everything about it was large, from the bedrooms to the garage

  to the fishing gnome that peered patiently into the pond in one corner of the garden. Fin was amazed that no one had stolen it yet.




  They began to climb the hill, Poacher wheeling the bike. ‘So why you looking so crap, then? Your old man been at you again?’




  ‘Yeah . . . partly . . .’




  ‘What about, this time?’




  Fin put up a hand, grasped a handful of hair.




  Poacher nodded. ‘The dreaded dreads, huh? So nothing new?’




  ‘True . . . but . . . there’s something else.’




  ‘OK. Wait, don’t tell me . . . one of your contraptions came back to life and broke down your bedroom wall? No? Well . . .’




  ‘Look, Poach . . . this was serious. Weird. Seriously weird. I don’t know . . . let’s get to yours first. Then I’ll tell you.’




  ‘Hmmm . . .’ Poacher raised his eyebrows. ‘The plot thickens.’




  Fin envied the Archers their space, after the low ceilings, small windows and thin partition walls of Number Thirteen.




  Now the house was empty. Poacher’s younger sister, Dee, was spending the evening with friends. His mother, the Camp Commandant as he and his father had christened her, was exercising her

  iron will at the pub. And his father . . . Apart from the odd appearance behind the bar, no one ever seemed to know where Stan Archer, a thin, harmless-looking man, was or what he did. Least of all

  his son.




  Poacher rummaged in a fridge the size of a telephone kiosk. ‘Wanna beer?’




  ‘No, thanks. A Coke would be fine.’




  Poacher draped himself over a kitchen chair. A sprawl of tanned limbs. He cracked open his can and raised one eyebrow.




  ‘So . . . ?’




  Fin leaned forward, elbows resting on the kitchen table.




  ‘So . . .’ He found it hard to meet Poacher’s eye. ‘I . . . er . . . I saw someone die today.’




  Poacher’s jaw dropped. He put down the can on the table.




  ‘No shit! How? I mean . . . what happened?’




  Fin told him.




  Few things reduced Poacher to silence. But when Fin finished, he simply sat there in amazement.




  Fin’s mouth felt dry, his limbs stiff. He took a sip of Coke. Stretched back in his chair. ‘The worst thing was that all the time I was with her, all I could think about was

  Maia.’ He shook his head and rocked forward again. ‘Jeez, Poach, what a day. First this, then I get home to find that Sally’s there with Mum, basically in pieces because she got

  caught up in that bombing on the mainland yesterday – in that street market—’




  ‘Oh yeah,’ Poacher interrupted. ‘I saw it on TV at work. Quite a few people killed. Horrible. And they’re saying maybe it was a racist attack. It was some kind of ethnic

  market. Virtually all the dead were black.’




  Like you. The words came into Fin’s mind with such a jolt that he lost his train of thought.




  ‘So then . . .’ He struggled to recover himself. ‘So then . . . like to crown it all, the police come round to take a statement from me and they tell me that the guy from the

  Institute who was driving her said she jumped . . .’




  Poacher looked up. ‘Yeah?’




  ‘Well, I don’t think she did. I think . . . she was pushed. In fact, I’d put money on it.’




  ‘You what . . . ?’




  ‘I don’t think she jumped.’




  ‘My God.’ Poacher’s eyes widened. ‘Why – I mean, what makes you think that?’ He picked up his neglected beer and took a swig.




  Fin paused. How did he know? In the same way he’d known the moment she died.




  ‘I . . . I don’t think I can really explain. A hunch, I guess you’d call it. But it’s a really strong hunch, Poach. The Institute guy told the police he was trying to

  stop her jumping, trying to restrain her. That’s what they said. So maybe the fog was distorting sounds. Maybe I wasn’t hearing things clearly. But it was all going on right above my

  head. And the second person who got out of the car – him, I guess – didn’t run to the parapet. He walked quite slowly.’




  Poacher frowned. ‘Maybe he didn’t want to do anything that would frighten her?’




  ‘Possibly. But if she really wanted to jump, why did she cry out like that?’




  He needed so much for Poacher to believe, for someone to believe, so that he wasn’t alone with this feeling that the truth was going to be lost here. But Poacher looked unconvinced.




  ‘ OK . . . first of all, why would the Institute head of security want to bump off one of his own people? And then, even if he did, the bridge is a pretty random place to do it. I mean . .

  . it might not have been foggy, for a start. Then what would he have done?’




  Fin drummed his fingers on the tabletop. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know the answers to any of it. You might be right.’




  Poacher nodded. ‘Maybe the fog was distorting the sounds, like you said. Maybe there was more going on than you actually heard . . .’




  ‘But she didn’t want to die, Poach. It was in her eyes. And anyway, she said so. She was terrified. Surely if you’re trying to commit suicide, you’re not going to be

  frightened of dying.’




  ‘I dunno . . . people change their minds. I saw a documentary about a guy who jumped off the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco. One of the only ones ever to survive. And he said that the

  minute he jumped he knew he’d done the wrong thing and all he wanted to do was stay alive for his wife and kids . . .’




  ‘Maybe.’ Fin shrugged wearily. ‘But there was something else too. When he, Hunter, came down to where we were, there was something . . . not right about him. He seemed really

  cold – I mean not particularly upset or anything . . .’ Fin got up and began to pace. ‘I can’t believe we’re having this conversation, Poach. It’s just so . . .

  so bloody weird. This morning none of this had happened. Life was normal. And now . . . here I am, and you don’t really believe me. And all I know is that I don’t believe –

  don’t ask me why – I just don’t believe she jumped.’




  Poacher nodded thoughtfully. ‘Weird. It certainly is that. Fin’s weirdest day.’ He brightened. ‘Good name for a movie. Fin’s weirdest day.’




  ‘Lousy name,’ said Fin. ‘No one would go to it.’




  ‘I would.’




  ‘Yeah, but you’re my friend.’




  Poacher smiled. ‘That’s me. Peter Oliver Archer. Friend to the stars – of Easthaven.’ He got up and walked over to put a large hand on Fin’s shoulder. ‘Look,

  I’m taking the banana out tomorrow. Got a friend coming over from Cliffton, the Duck. He’s cool. Anyway, we’re heading down to the whaling station at Salvation Cove. Maybe go over

  to the sea caves on Seal Island. Why don’t you come with us? He’s got a two-man fish. He’s picking me up at nine. It’ll be good. Take your mind off things.’




  ‘Thanks. I’ll think about it.’ Now Fin felt drained. ‘Reckon I’ll make a move, Poach.’




  ‘OK. Text me before nine if you want to come.’




  ‘Will do,’ said Fin.




  He went outside into the summer dusk and walked slowly down the hill. On the far horizon, the Gannet Rock lighthouse blinked its warning into the emptiness of the vast quiet ocean.




  

     

  




  FIVE


  A mile out of Easthaven there was a fork in the road. To the right, it ran north towards the island’s second village, Goat Bay. To the

  left, it headed south to the causeway that crossed a mile of tidal flats and linked Whale Island with its smaller neighbour, Seal Island. Green Energies Research Institute – 3 miles,

  read a sign which was dominated by the silhouette of a wind turbine.




  ‘It’s the Institute Open Day in a couple of weeks,’ said Poacher as the van slowed at the fork, then swung left. ‘We’re doing the beer tent. Fancy

  coming?’




  ‘If the beer’s free,’ said the Duck, who was driving. A small wiry character, clad all in black, he was a couple of years older than the other two. There was a quiet energy

  about him that Fin found intriguing.




  ‘You wish,’ said Poacher.




  Fin had never given the Institute a lot of thought, much less its annual Open Day. Though he saw the signs every year, the invitation delivered to each household. He had been eleven years old

  when Green Energies had bought Seal Island from the family of the late Lord Highgate, the wealthy and eccentric former owner. Fin had been aware at the time that there had been controversy about

  the sale, though he hadn’t understood why. Now he knew that it was the bridge that had been the issue. It had been part of the package – bribe, his father had called it – that the

  authorities had offered Green Energies to bring their Institute to this far-flung and not very prosperous corner of the country. They would pay three-quarters of the cost of construction. And while

  no one had any problems with the Institute itself – wind-energy research was something few people argued with on the island, it seemed – the idea of the bridge had had all the force of

  an axe, splitting the island neatly in two: those who thought that it would help bring in money not only from the Institute staff and its visitors, but also from tourists who would now be able to

  come here more easily; and those who wanted the place to remain as it had always been, an island, and not become overrun with coach parties and yobs on motorbikes and ice-cream wrappers. Needless

  to say, the bridge had proved another wedge between Fin’s parents. Kath welcomed the change, the potential prosperity. Danny fought the idea with every ounce of strength in his twisted, angry

  body. Fin merely watched in fascination as construction began and the two halves of the bridge inched out from opposite shores, until one day there was no longer any daylight between them.




  Poacher and the Duck chatted as the van trundled southwards. They had an easy camaraderie that made Fin feel like a silent observer. Today it suited him. There was too much going on in his mind.

  He gazed ahead to where, in the far distance, he could just see the tip of one turbine blade pass over the shoulder of Seal Island’s single hill, then another, then another, like the spokes

  of a runaway wheel careering along the horizon but going nowhere.




  Charlotte Svensson. He turned the name over in his mind. What kind of life had she had there at the Institute? Was she very clever? A scientist? Had she liked being shut up on Seal Island? Or

  was that not how the people who worked there felt? Because it certainly seemed to outsiders as if the place had been turned into a kind of fortress since Green Energies had taken over. First there

  was the causeway, although that had always been there, a kind of reverse drawbridge which disappeared under water for an hour and a half twice a day when the tide came in. Then there was the high

  wire fence around the perimeter of the island. Well, they were doing top-secret research there, so fair enough, Fin supposed.




  He was jolted from his thoughts as the van turned off the road and on to the rough track that dipped down towards a small rocky bay.




  ‘I guess that’s where they boiled them up,’ said the Duck, pointing to the tall red brick chimney that towered above the narrow strip of shingle beach. ‘Boiled the whale

  blubber to make oil for lamps and soap. And they called this place Salvation Cove.’ He gave a soft laugh. ‘Whose salvation would that have been, then?’




  ‘Old Albert was in the pub the other night, talking about it,’ said Poacher. ‘Albert Smith – he runs the whaling museum. Says they’re going to start running

  whale-watching trips from here.’




  ‘A load better than harpooning them,’ said the Duck.




  They parked the van a little distance from the chimney. Unstrapped the kayaks from the roof and unloaded the paraphernalia on to the grass. Wetsuits, paddles, helmets and provisions.




  Fin stood and watched, trying to keep out of the way as they sorted through the equipment. He could sense their excitement, but he felt disconnected and anxious and in two minds as to whether he

  should have come at all. Though he guessed Poacher must have mentioned something to the Duck about what had happened the previous day. They were both doing all they could to make him feel welcome

  and put him at his ease.




  The Duck. How had he come by a name like that? There was nothing obvious. No waddle. No weird nasal laugh. No upward flick of hair at the nape of his neck. All Poacher had told him was that he

  lived for travel and was currently working as a handyman for a rich couple in Cliffton to earn money for his next trip. There was something gypsy-like about him, now Fin came to think about it. And

  a clear, knowing look in the deep-set brown eyes.




  Now he passed Fin a wetsuit and told him to get ready.




  ‘Going to be my passenger today. OK with you, Fin?’




  ‘Sure,’ Fin said. ‘Thanks. Though you’ll have to keep me straight.’




  ‘No problem.’ The Duck was choosing between two pairs of paddles.




  ‘You OK?’ asked Poacher as Fin struggled into a wet-suit. It felt cold and clammy against his skin.




  Fin nodded.




  ‘Just do what he says. You’ll be fine.’




  There was no trace of yesterday’s mist. Within a few minutes Fin could feel the heat of the sun warming up the skin of the suit. A dazzle of sunlight on the water made him squint. When

  they were ready they carried the kayaks down to the water. The Duck held theirs steady as Fin pulled on his helmet, then squeezed into the narrow moulded seat and hooked the skirt of the spray-deck

  into place around him. Then the Duck showed him how to balance the kayak with the paddle as he took his place in front.




  ‘Ready?’




  Poacher leading, they paddled slowly out of the little bay. Then turned towards Seal Island and the caves.




  

     

  




  SIX


  For the first few strokes it seemed to Fin that the slim craft was so delicately balanced that the slightest wrong movement would capsize

  it. But as he relaxed and tried to follow the Duck’s rhythmic, muscular roll, paddle dipping and rising on alternate sides, he began to realise that, slim as it was, the kayak sat much more

  steadily in the water than he had thought it would.




  They pulled away from the shore, and the clear green water gradually darkened as the seabed fell away. Fin felt that familiar tightening in the pit of his stomach. It was ironic, he often

  thought, that the son of a trawlerman should be frightened of deep water. Yet it had scared him since the first time he’d been out mackerel fishing with his dad in better days – before

  the accident. Then, a few hundred yards beyond the harbour walls, he’d watched as they hauled out the writhing silver-blue beauties, one after the other, and the line had seemed to go on

  forever, and his imagination had suddenly filled with the thought of all the fathoms of dark water that lay beneath the boat, and the monsters that might be lurking there. Too young to see the

  disappointment in his father’s eyes, he’d begun to cry and said he wanted to go home. And even now he still found those deep ocean trenches that went down into the blackness for miles

  and miles, populated by creatures that had no eyes and were armour-plated to withstand the pressure of the water above, an infinitely more terrifying thought than the furthest reaches of space.




  Now they were paddling out of Salvation Cove and across the mouth of the channel that separated Seal Island from its larger neighbour. The tide was high and there was no sign of the causeway.

  Straight ahead, across a few hundred yards of calm open water, was the headland at the north-western tip of Seal Island. In its cliffs lay the caves.




  Poacher was alongside them now.




  ‘Which one shall we do?’ he asked.




  ‘Cathedral?’ suggested the Duck.




  ‘Yes.’ Poacher gave a little flourish with his paddle. ‘Fin’s first time. We should do the Cathedral.’




  ‘Do you need permission from the Institute?’ Fin asked him.




  ‘To go to the caves?’ Poacher laughed and shrugged. ‘Probably. But hey . . .’




  ‘I shouldn’t think they even know about them,’ said the Duck.




  Poacher set off ahead.




  After a few minutes the cliffs began to gain height. The kayaks drew closer and a tall shoulder of rock materialised, jutting out into the water. Poacher made his way to the seaward side, then

  turned into the angle where it joined the cliffs, and disappeared.
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