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A fisherman sat on the lonely shore,


Mending his nets and sighing.


Far out to sea, a dolphin heard


The love song he was singing.


She swam like an arrow, straight and true


And out from the water did run.


No dolphin now! A woman fair,


Her hair from pure gold spun!


The fisherman’s heart beat fast with joy


And he set her on his knee.


She twined her arms around his neck.


‘I’ll marry you,’ said she.


He took her to his little house


High on the cliffs above.


She bore a child, a little boy,


And her heart was filled with love.


The summer passed, and the winter passed,


And the summer came once more.


The dolphin woman sighed and said,


‘My heart is weary and sore.


‘O, I am a woman on the land


And a dolphin in the sea.


A miraculous child, a magical child,


Is the son that is born to me.


‘I hear my people calling, calling,


And I must go back to the sea.


Though I love my man and my baby dear


They will never more see me.’
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It all began at Dougie Lamb’s eighth birthday party. It wasn’t a big party. In fact there were only four other children at it, including Dougie’s older sister, Kyla. Mrs Lamb, Dougie’s mum, had been so excited about organizing her darling boy’s party that she’d have invited a hundred and fifty children, if there’d been a hundred and fifty children to invite.


But Stromhead was a very small village in a far-off corner of Scotland, and there were only a few houses clustered round the harbour, along with a tiny school and a lighthouse up on the cliff top. And there weren’t any other children from the village to ask. Except for Finn. But nobody ever invited Finn to anything.


Kyla and Mrs Lamb were both small, with loads of smooth blonde hair, and they both liked everything to be pretty and perfect. ‘Sweet’ was their favourite word, followed by ‘cute’. Kyla’s dad called them ‘my sugarplums’. He worked on the oil rigs out at sea and was often away from home. Dougie missed him dreadfully. Mr Lamb would never have given him a kitten jigsaw puzzle for his birthday, like Kyla had, which was nearly as bad as the little Prince Charming outfit from his mum. No, Dougie’s dad gave him useful, interesting things, like sets of spanners, and a chain with a padlock and key. Dougie had adored them as soon as he’d seen them. This was a grown-up present; something useful. He could stop things from opening and tie things down. It made him feel in control. In fact, the padlock and chain were Dougie’s favourite possessions of all time.


Kyla and Mrs Lamb had been fussing round all morning getting ready for the party, and at last the little gold clock on the mantelpiece in the sitting room struck a tinkly three chimes. It was time for the other children to arrive.


In fact, they were walking slowly up the road towards the Lambs’ cottage, grumbling all the way.


‘I never wanted to go to this stupid party, anyway,’ Charlie groaned. He was short and stocky, with a head as hard and round as a cannon-ball. ‘Knowing Dougie’s mum, it’ll be all soft and stupid and babyish. And, anyway, my dad was going to take me out fishing in my own wee boat this afternoon.’


Amir grunted in sympathy.


‘And I’d just got to the next level in my game,’ he said with a sigh. ‘Mum only lets me play on my computer on Saturday afternoons. I’ll have to wait a whole week now!’


Amir shifted his glasses up his nose with one long slim finger. His forehead, under a heavy fringe of black hair, was creased in a frown. Jas looked at him sympathetically. Amir’s mum, Mrs Faridah, was their class teacher, and very strict.


‘Well,’ she said, trying to be fair. ‘At least there’ll be a cake and everything. Anyway, Dougie can’t help it that there aren’t any other kids of his age around.’


Charlie scowled at her.


‘Why do you have to be so stupid and nice all the time?’


She crossed her dark eyes, stuck her tongue out at him, pushed her thumbs into her ears and waggled the rest of her hands. Her freckled face looked so funny, framed by bouncing brown hair, that Amir burst out laughing, and even Charlie had to grin. The three of them, along with Kyla and Dougie, had known each other almost since they were born, and Jas had learned years ago that it was pointless to rise to Charlie’s bait.


They were almost at the Lambs’ cottage when Amir hissed, ‘Watch out! There’s Finn!’


Finn, the only other person in their tiny class in the village’s little school, was walking along the road in front of them with his hands thrust deep into his pockets, his shoulders hunched unhappily. He had also known the other children all his life, but they had always avoided him. There was just something about Finn – the way his pale brown hair was slicked so smoothly back from his forehead, perhaps, or the sad aura of loneliness that clung to him – that made the other children feel uneasy.


Charlie was actually enraged by him, but then Charlie was like a firework anyway. Just the sight of Finn was enough to set him off into a massive shower of sparks.


‘He’s not going to the party too, is he?’ he spluttered. ‘That’s it. I’m going home.’


But before he could turn round, Finn had slouched on past the Lambs’ cottage and disappeared round a bend in the road. Amir and Jas watched him go, feeling guilty and relieved at the same time. Then Jas led the way up to the Lambs’ front door and pressed the bell. Kyla rushed to open it before the chimes had even died away, and the three guests went reluctantly inside.


There was a bit too much of everything in the Lambs’ house. The cushions on the flowery sofa were too soft, the door chimes were too musical, the bow round the neck of Buttons (the kitten) was too baby-blue, and there were too many frills on the curtains.


Nobody realized that Finn, who had seen the three children on their way to the party, had eventually doubled back to see what was going on. He was standing outside in the garden, glaring into the living room, and shredding Mrs Lamb’s prize roses one by one to leave a scatter of pink petals on the grass.


‘They never let me in on anything,’ Finn muttered to himself. ‘They’re all mean and horrible, and I wouldn’t be friends with them even if they asked me.’


He knew, though, that the last bit wasn’t true. Finn longed to have friends more than anything else in the world. He didn’t particularly want to be a computer genius, like Amir, work in a pet shop, like Kyla, or be a footballer, like Charlie. He didn’t want to be a mechanic, like Dougie, or even the prime minister, like Jasmine. He only wanted to be a friend.


Curiosity had brought him back to spy on the party, which Dougie had been going on about for weeks. Finn had known that it might feel like torture to look in from the outside, but he hadn’t been able to resist.
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As he watched, though, a slow smile spread over his face. The party wasn’t going well at all. In fact, it was awful.


Mrs Lamb’s of a children’s had got stuck somewhere around the year when Dougie was four. The children were being forced to endure Pass the Parcel, Simon Says and The Farmer’s in his Den. Finn nearly laughed out loud at the sight of Charlie, whose temper was about to boil over anyway and who hated being kept indoors, pretending to be the farmer’s horse. He looked like a tiger about to spring.


He’ll bite someone in a minute, with a bit of luck, Finn thought bitterly. I really hope he does. I hope he freaks out and breaks something. I hope he smashes the place up.


Amir, who was dying to get home to his computer game and had been chewing his lip with frustration, was now yawning till his jaw ached, while Jasmine kept looking at the cuckoo clock on the wall. She was obviously wondering why the hands were going round so slowly. Even Dougie, the birthday boy himself, was looking more and more anxious. Only Kyla seemed to be enjoying herself. She had given up joining in with the games and was playing with Buttons the cat.


‘Teatime!’ sang out Dougie’s mum, whisking away the cloth that had been hiding everything laid out on the table.


Finn’s mouth had widened into a broad grin as he’d watched the party fall apart, but the sight of the tea spread out on the table wiped it off his face. He would have given anything to have piled up a plate with all the treats that Mrs Lamb had prepared. He looked them over longingly. There were little sandwiches cut into triangles, butterfly cookies, cupcakes with mounds of icing on top, and mini sausage rolls. His mouth watered so much, he had to swallow. He was just about to turn away, unable to torture himself any longer, when he heard Dougie’s mum say, ‘Why don’t you save some for your friend Finn? What a pity he couldn’t come.’ Then she went out into the kitchen to fetch another plate of biscuits.


Charlie stared at Dougie, disgusted.


‘You invited Finn?’


Dougie laughed nervously. He was nearly three years younger than Charlie and looked up to him with a mixture of fear and admiration.


‘Mum made me write the invitation, but I didn’t give it to him, honestly, Charlie.’


Finn’s fists tightened.


One day, I’m going to sort Charlie out. I’m going to . . . he thought, but he stopped, unable to think of anything bad enough to do to his tormentor. Then he saw Jas’s face. She was frowning at Dougie, as if she thought he’d been mean.


She’s the only one who’s worth anything, Finn told himself grudgingly.


Dougie, realizing that his party was going wrong, was desperately counting on the big moment that would put everything right.


‘Wait till you see my cake,’ he babbled. ‘Mum made it herself. It’s a special shape. It’s going to be a surprise. I think it’s going to be a dinosaur.’


‘Yeah, a pretty little dino-baby with a bow round its neck,’ sneered Charlie.


‘I bet it’ll be lovely, Dougie,’ Jas said kindly.


‘I don’t care what it looks like as long as it’s chocolate,’ said Amir.


Jas turned to say something to him, and was suddenly facing the window. Finn ducked down quickly behind the rose bush, out of sight.


When at last Mrs Lamb brought the cake out of the kitchen and placed it carefully down in the middle of the table, Finn nearly laughed out loud. It wasn’t a dinosaur, and it wasn’t even chocolate. It was in the shape of a cat, with the eyes made of sparkly silver balls, and a blue bow tied round its neck.


Dougie’s face went red.


‘Mum!’ he wailed. ‘It’s pink!’


Charlie snorted. Amir sniggered. Jasmine bit her lip, feeling sorry for Dougie. Kyla clapped her hands.


‘It’s lovely, Mum,’ she said. ‘Can I have the tail?’


Finn couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a piece of cake. He wanted to burst in through the window, grab the whole thing, and run off with it. Instead, he watched as the candles were lit and Dougie blew them out. His mouth watered all over again as Mrs Lamb cut the cake and handed out the pieces. He knew he ought to go, before he started to feel too lonely, but he couldn’t tear himself away.


When the cake was half demolished, and everyone’s mouth was sticky with pink icing, Charlie said loudly, ‘Can we go now? My dad’ll have brought the boat in. He needs me to help unload the lobster pots.’


‘Not yet, dear,’ cooed Dougie’s mum. ‘I’ve had a sweet idea. Now here’s a piece of coloured paper and a felt tip each. I want every one of you to write some birthday wishes to Dougie. Then we’ll tie them to the balloons and let them go up into the sky where the birds can read them and send Dougie birthday messages too.’


‘Mum, no! Mum!’ wailed Dougie.


‘I wouldn’t want a bird’s message landing on my head, birthday message or no birthday message,’ said Charlie.


The others burst out laughing.


‘Specially not a great big seagull’s,’ said Amir.


‘No need to be crude, boys. I’m sure you can think of something lovely to write,’ said Mrs Lamb, frowning.


‘What, you mean like “Dougie you are a sweet, cute, ducky wee baa-lamb, coochie-coo”?’ Charlie whispered to Jasmine.


She dug him in the ribs, trying not to laugh.


‘How do you spell “gorgeous”?’ said Amir, winking at Jas.


Dougie looked as if he was going to be sick.


A few minutes later, Finn had to dash out quickly through the garden gate as the children burst out of the house like champagne fizzing out of a bottle. He scrambled up the hill above the village, ignoring the gorse that scratched his legs, and watched as a clutch of brightly coloured balloons were lifted by the breeze out of the hands of the children.


With their strings trailing behind them, they floated up and away, skimming the chimneys of the old fishermen’s cottages, sailing over the roof of the school, where Mrs Faridah, Amir’s mother, was writing reports, above the village shop where Mrs Lamb worked during the week. They glided past the tall white tower of the lighthouse, where Professor Jamieson, Jasmine’s father, was writing busily at his desk, and across the harbour, where Charlie’s dad was unloading his lobster pots. Then they drifted out to sea, sinking lower as the air hissed out of them, until they landed on the choppy water and bobbed up and down like brightly coloured flowers.


For some reason, the sight of them made Finn shudder. Reluctantly, he made his way home to the tumbledown cottage along the cliff top where he lived with his dad. He didn’t look back as he walked up the hill, but if he had, he’d have seen Mrs Lamb standing in her garden looking down in puzzlement at the mass of torn rose petals all over her neatly mown lawn.




Chapter Two






[image: image]








Finn and his dad lived on their own in an ancient cottage perched on the cliff top beyond Stromhead. It was so old that it looked as if it had grown up out of the ground by itself like a monstrous mushroom. The weeds in the cottage’s garden had sprouted so high that they almost covered the windows, which no one ever cleaned anyway, so it was very dark inside. There would have been a magnificent view from the windows if Finn and his dad had only been able to see out of them, but it was just as good from the garden gate. Finn loved to stand there, looking across the road at the steep, narrow path that wound down to the beach below, and the tumble of rocks at the edge of the sand, which ran out into the sea. He could never get enough of gazing out across the water, which turned a new colour every day.


Sometimes it was such an intense blue that you couldn’t tell where the sea ended and the sky began, and at other times it was a mysterious grey, making you wonder what secrets it held in its watery depths. He liked it best at night, when the surface was a rippling, shining black, and the moon cast a silvery path across the water.


He had to make do with looking, though, because his father had absolutely forbidden him ever to go down the steep, rough-hewn steps that led to the little cove below. Mr McFee had always looked so angry at the thought of his son going near the water’s edge that Finn shrank inside every time he thought about it.


One day, maybe, he’ll let me go, he told himself. Or perhaps I’ll just sneak down there when he’s not looking.


But he knew he never would.


He had often wondered why his father hated the sea so much, why he never went near the harbour or the beach, and why, whenever he came home, he would turn his back on the view as soon as he could, closing the door with a snap behind him as if to shut out the sea.


Mr McFee’s feelings about the sea were just one of the many things that Finn didn’t dare to talk to his father about. He’d tried when he was younger to ask him about his mother, who had disappeared when he was only two, but his dad had either erupted in a blaze of anger, sending Finn dashing out of the room in a panic, or he’d gone quiet and sad, making Finn feel guilty that he’d asked at all.
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Mr McFee, in fact, was the saddest man in the village. He hadn’t always been like that. He’d been a fisherman once, like Charlie’s father, strong and handsome, with a great voice for music, and everything neat and shipshape round him. He’d been singing one evening while he was mending his nets on the beach when a girl had swum up out of the sea and come up to him. Finn’s dad had taken one look at her and his heart had bounded right out of his chest. The girl had fallen in love with him too. She’d gone home with him, listening all the way to his wonderful singing. Soon they were married, and then Finn was born. You could never have seen a happier man than Finn’s dad then, though Finn’s mum stayed close to the cottage on the cliffs and rarely went into the village.




But one day, when Finn was only two years old, his mother disappeared. She left nothing behind in the cottage (which had always been sparklingly clean and neat back then), except for a row of sea shells on the windowsill.


There had been a huge hunt for her all over Scotland, but she was never found. People began to look strangely at Finn’s dad, and there were even whispers running round the village that he’d had something to do with her disappearance. Mr McFee stopped bothering to go out fishing. He stopped cleaning and tidying the house, or even cleaning and tidying himself. He spent hours sitting in a sagging old chair with his back to the window, ignoring Finn, who toddled around on his own.


Finn had brought himself up without much help from his dad. Every now and then, Mr McFee would come back from the store in Stromhead with a bag of food and some cans of beer, and sometimes he noticed that Finn’s clothes were too small for him and he’d find some second-hand ones from somewhere or other.


It wasn’t that he didn’t love Finn. Sometimes he’d get up out of his greasy old chair, pick Finn up, holding him too tight, and say embarrassing things like, ‘You’re all I’ve got, Finn! You won’t ever leave me like she did, will you?’ Finn would wriggle away as fast as he could and run out of the cottage, leaving his dad slouched in his chair once more with tears trickling down his face.


People muttered when the McFees went past, and crossed to the other side of the street. Finn was used to seeing suspicion and rejection in every closed face he passed. Stromhead was a gossipy place, where everyone was interested in their neighbours’ business. Finn knew that people found them strange, but no one had ever told him that they thought his dad was a murderer.


Finn couldn’t remember anything about his mum, except for one thing. She had whistled while she’d rocked him to sleep, and the sound was so beautiful, so clear and haunting, that he had never forgotten it. It made him think of the distant shh shh of waves rippling on the beach below the cliff. He’d learned to whistle himself when he was only five years old. It was a private thing for Finn, and he did it only when he was alone. In his secret heart, he hoped that by whistling he might call his mother back to him. But she never came.


It was a few days after Dougie’s party, and Finn, with the usual feeling of sullen dread in his heart, was getting ready to go to school.


Only two more days to get through before the weekend, he told himself, rummaging round in his schoolbag to check if he’d put his homework in it. He felt something at the bottom, and fished out a note from Mrs Faridah. His heart sank as he glanced through it. He’d been dreading giving it to his father, but with the holiday looming, he had no choice. He put it into his dad’s hand.


‘It’s from school, Dad. It’s about swimming lessons. There’s a minibus going to take my class to the pool in Rothiemuir. All the others are going. You’re supposed to give me the money today.’


His father looked at him blankly.


‘What letter? Give it here.’


Mr McFee stared at the crumpled paper in his hand; then he stared at his son.


‘What’s this load of tripe?’ he said. ‘Swimming? Pounds and pounds they want. Just for a bunch of kids to paddle around in some water! It’s a disgrace!’


‘Do you mean you won’t pay?’ said Finn, not at all surprised.


‘It’s not won’t pay, son; it’s can’t pay,’ said Mr McFee, scratching at the bald spot on top of his head. ‘It’s one thing after another at that school of yours. Uniform, shoes, a schoolbag – what do they think I am? A millionaire?’


His voice had started low, but it was beginning to rise ominously.


‘Mrs Faridah said we’d have to have swimming costumes too,’ said Finn in a small voice.


Mr McFee banged his fist down on the arm of the chair.


‘Whatever next? They want you flying off to the moon? They want me buying you a spacesuit?’ He wagged a grubby finger in front of Finn’s face, making Finn back away. ‘I won’t have it, do you hear? I won’t have you going swimming at all. Deep water’s a killer. It’s what took her. I’ve told you before, a hundred times – you’ve not to go near the beach, and if ever I catch you down at the harbour, I’ll . . .’


He was working himself up into a froth of anger, but Finn was no longer listening. What was that his father had said? The sea had taken her? Did he mean Finn’s mother? Had she drowned? Was that why his father hated the thought of deep water so much, and would never let him go down to the beach?
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