
        
            
                
            
        

    
Harem Lighthouse - Part One


Chapter One

The ferry was a converted fishing vessel with a name I couldn't read from the harbor and a manifest that appeared to consist entirely of cases of bottled water and a pallet of flat-pack shelving. I was the only passenger.

That should have told me something.

I stood at the bow for the forty-minute crossing because the cabin smelled like diesel and old rope and I'd eaten a sandwich too quickly on the mainland bus, and the salt air was a kindness. The island resolved itself slowly out of the late-morning haze: a dark hump of rock and gorse, then the white column of the lighthouse, then the squared-off hulk of old stone buildings at the harbor. Someone had planted a windsock near the jetty that was doing something energetic in the August wind.

I had two bags. One was a proper duffel, broken-in and reliable. The other was a gym bag I'd bought in a supermarket because I didn't own enough things anymore to fill a second bag and I wasn't ready to buy a suitcase for the same reason. The contract in my jacket pocket said Keeper, Category B, Seasonal Probationary Appointment and I'd signed it on a Tuesday evening at a kitchen table that was going to belong to someone else by October. I'd barely read it. The salary was modest, the accommodation was included, and the alternative was continuing to exist in a rented room above a kebab shop in Guildford while my former life redistributed itself into storage boxes and legal letters.

The other alternative was staying put in the life that had failed. I'd had fourteen months of that already.

Viewed against those options, the lighthouse had seemed like a reasonable idea when I'd found the listing on a government jobs website at eleven-thirty on a Wednesday night. Viewed from the bow of a fishing-boat ferry with the North Sea doing its grey, rolling, indifferent thing in every direction, it still seemed like a reasonable idea, which surprised me. I'd expected to arrive and feel something give way — some final acknowledgment of how absurd the whole thing was. Instead there was just the wind and the smell of salt and the island getting larger and the sense, dumb as it was, that I was moving toward something rather than away from it.

The windsock snapped. A herring gull tracked the ferry for a hundred meters, considered me, decided I was uninteresting, and peeled away.

Marcus Hale was waiting at the jetty. I recognized him from the video call we'd had three weeks earlier — a lean man in his early fifties, waterproof jacket, the kind of tan that came from somewhere considerably warmer than this island. He waved with his whole arm when I came down the gangway, the way you wave at someone you're genuinely pleased to see and also in a mild hurry to leave.

"Mills," he said. "Good trip?"

"Fine."

"Excellent. Right." He was already reaching into his jacket pocket. He produced a keyring — two keys, one with a wrap of red electrical tape around the bow. "Red one is the cottage. The other's the lamp room. You'll need it for the weekly lamp check." He pointed vaguely at the lighthouse, as if I might not have spotted it. "Instructions are in the maintenance manual in the cottage. Third shelf, blue cover. Self-explanatory once you're in front of the thing."

"I have questions," I said.

"Course you do." He produced his phone, showed me a contact already on screen. "That's me, ring any time. I'll be in and out this summer, bit stretched at the moment, but everything you need is in the cottage. Previous bloke left it in good order." A pause, fractional, in which something passed across his face that I couldn't fully read. "You'll be fine."

"The previous keeper," I said. "How long was he here?"

"Not long enough," Marcus said, pleasantly. "But that's not a comment on the role." He was moving toward the gangway while he said it. "Ring if anything catches fire. Literally catches fire." He said it over his shoulder, and then the gangway was between us, and he was gone.

I stood on the jetty with my bags and the keys and watched the ferry reverse out into the harbor mouth. The island was quiet except for the wind and distant gulls and a low mechanical sound that might have been a generator somewhere up the slope. A cat sat on the top of a stone wall near the end of the jetty and watched me with the focused professional judgment of something that had assessed many arrivals and found most of them lacking.

"I know," I said.

The path to the lighthouse was marked by a wooden signpost that had been repainted recently enough to still be legible, though the post itself was leaning in a way that suggested the next winter would settle the matter. I followed it up a gravel track through low scrub, past a row of stone outbuildings with salt-bleached doors, past a rusted iron bollard that might have been maritime infrastructure or might have been someone's attempt at decoration — it was impossible to tell — and around a low rise that opened suddenly into a view I hadn't prepared for.

The sea was everywhere. North, east, south — water in three directions, moving and grey-green and enormous, and then the lighthouse in the middle of it all, white stone, the lamp room at the top glinting in the August light. From down here it looked utterly certain of itself. A thing that had been doing exactly one job for a very long time and had no doubts about the arrangement.

I had profound doubts about the arrangement. But I picked up my bags and walked toward the cottage door.

Inside: a kitchen with a cast-iron range and a two-ring gas hob, a sitting room with two armchairs and windows looking out over the water, a narrow staircase, a bedroom with a bed made up with institutional precision and a view that made up for everything the room lacked in warmth. The walls were hung with nautical charts, annotated in several different hands over what appeared to be decades — depth markings, hazard notations, someone's CHECK APRIL/OCT in red biro across the corner of the largest one.

And then the shelves.

Three full floor-to-ceiling runs of them against the back wall of the sitting room, loaded with more printed matter than I'd seen in one domestic space since a friend's academic father had died and left his study to be cleared. Lighthouse Operations and Maintenance: Category B Installations. Fog Signal Equipment: Field Reference, Second Edition. Lamp Mechanism Service Manual — a fat volume, well-thumbed. A series of black hardback logbooks going back to 1953, the spines labeled by year in handwriting that got progressively smaller and more cramped as they approached the present. Supplementary binders. Amendment volumes. Laminated cards in yellow and red: Emergency Override Procedures — Do Not Attempt Without Training. A laminated card in green that read In Case of Fog with a numbered list I couldn't read from across the room.

I set my bags down and stood in front of it all.

"Okay," I said, to the room.

I made tea. There was milk in the fridge that had either been left by someone recently or was evidence of Marcus's optimism about my arrival time. I used it before I could think too hard about the question. I stood by the kitchen window with the mug and looked out at the water and at the lighthouse and at the way the August light was doing something complicated to both.

I was thirty-seven years old. I had a project management certification, twelve years of mid-level corporate experience, a working knowledge of Excel, and the ability to parallel-park a transit van. None of these things appeared on the laminated emergency cards. I was going to need to read a great many manuals.

But not today. It was barely past noon, the light was extraordinary, and there was a door to the outside. I took my tea and I used it.

She was sitting in the grass on the seaward side of the lighthouse, maybe twenty meters from the cottage door. For a moment I didn't see her at all — she was wearing a wide-brimmed hat and her clothes were olive and muted grey, the colors of someone who'd dressed to disappear into a landscape. Then I saw the easel. Then I saw what was on it: the lighthouse, rendered in washes of blue and white and a particular warm amber that I didn't understand until I looked up at the lamp room glass and realized she was painting exactly what it looked like in this light, at this hour.

"Hello," I said.

She turned. Mid-thirties, probably — the hat made it difficult to say, and she had the unhurried quality of someone who'd been sitting still long enough to have stopped being clock-aware. Dark hair, a streak of paint on her forearm that she hadn't noticed or had decided wasn't worth the interruption. She looked at me with the calm, assessing interest of someone who wasn't surprised to see me but hadn't been expecting me quite so soon.

"Hello," she said. "You must be the new keeper."

"That's what the contract says."

She smiled, briefly. "Marcus told us there'd be someone new this summer. He didn't say when." She looked me over once — not unkindly, just with attention. "I'm Clara."

"John."

She looked back at her painting and made a small adjustment with the brush — a half-inch of amber she'd clearly had exactly right before she touched it, and now had to give back. She didn't seem annoyed by the interruption, just concentrated in the way of someone for whom the work mattered more than the conversation, while still being genuinely fine with the conversation.

"I didn't realize anyone painted out here," I said.

"I come every August. This is my third summer." She tilted her head, reading the lighthouse from a slight angle. "The light at this hour does something specific to the lamp room glass. By September the angle changes and it's gone."

I looked at the painting. She'd caught it — that amber bleed into the white, the way the glass seemed to hold the light from inside rather than just bounce it off the surface.

"You know this place better than I do," I said.

"Almost certainly." No smugness in it — just accuracy. "I know where the generator shed is. I know the keeper's stores are in the second outbuilding, behind the one with the blue door. I know the path down to the seaward rocks is fine at low tide and impassable at high. I know the lamp room smells like warm metal on hot days and that the mechanism makes a sound like a very patient clock when it's running." She paused and dipped the brush. "I've never been inside the lamp room, though. The keepers don't usually offer."

"I've never been inside either," I said. "I only arrived an hour ago."

That stopped her. She turned and looked at me properly — the brush hand lowered, the hat tilted back slightly. "Marcus left you to it."

"He gave me a key and a phone number."

She considered this for a moment, and something moved in her expression that I couldn't entirely name — sympathy, maybe, or a kind of recognition. "The manuals are better than they look," she said finally. "Intimidating at first. But the lamp mechanism is straightforward once you've actually seen it run. The book makes it more complicated than it is." She was painting again, small deliberate strokes. "I've watched two keepers learn it. Takes about a week before they stop looking vaguely ill when they go up there."

"How long did they last?"

"Four months, and a full summer plus November." A beat. "Marcus gets through keepers."

"He said the previous one left things in good order."

"Marcus says a lot of things," she said it without heat, the same tone she might use to note that the weather was likely to turn. "He's not a liar, exactly. He just edits."

I thought about the fractional pause when he'd said the previous bloke left it in good order, and the way he'd moved toward the ferry gangway before I'd finished my sentence. "I noticed," I said.

She glanced at me over her shoulder. "How long are you planning to stay?"

"That's a good question."

"It's the one that matters." She looked back at her canvas. "The island doesn't suit everyone. The ones who make it through the first winter either stay a long time or leave in the spring convinced they've experienced something profound." A corner of her mouth lifted. "The ones who leave in the spring write about it later."

"What about the ones who stay?"

"They stop needing to write about it."

I liked that. I filed it away somewhere useful, next to the amber light on the lamp room glass and the laminated cards I hadn't read yet.

We settled into a companionable silence for a stretch — her working, me standing with my tea cooling, the lighthouse between us and the sea doing its large, indifferent, continuous thing on three sides. The wind had dropped slightly and the island had a quality of enclosure that I hadn't expected, a closed-in warmth given the exposure. The grass was dry and the gorse smelled faintly of something sweet underneath the salt.

"The long building behind the lighthouse," I said, after a while. "Curved roof. I couldn't figure out what it was."

"Nissen hut. There are four of them over the rise. This was a naval forward post in the Second World War — they used the lighthouse to guide in supply ships." She didn't look up from her painting. "Some of them have been converted. Ros rents them out in the summer as holiday lets."

"Ros."

"She lives here year-round. You'll meet her soon." A pause, something warm and slightly amused in it. "She'll have thoughts about you."

"Should I worry?"

"Probably not. She has thoughts about everyone." She rinsed a brush, chose a smaller one. "She had thoughts about me the first summer I came. Now she leaves milk in the cottage fridge before I arrive." She tilted the painting, considered something, made a tiny decision. "The milk in your fridge is also from Ros, for what it's worth."

That explained the milk. It also told me something about the island — that it was the kind of place where someone who'd never met you knew you were coming and left something out. I wasn't sure if that was comforting or unnerving. It felt like both, which probably meant I was going to be fine.

She worked until the light began its slow shift toward evening, the amber deepening as the sun dropped, the shadow of the lighthouse extending across the grass in a long diagonal. I'd gone back inside at some point and unpacked both bags, found where the previous keeper had stacked the kitchen things, inspected the range, and failed to operate the gas hob correctly twice before succeeding on the third attempt. When I came back out she was wrapping the painting board carefully in wax paper and dismantling the easel with the speed of long practice.

She looked at the lighthouse once more before she picked everything up — the long look of someone confirming something rather than seeing it for the first time.

"I'm in the third cottage," she said, nodding toward the rise. "Past the Nissen huts, the one with the blue window frame." She settled the easel under one arm, the paint box under the other. "I was going to open a bottle of wine tonight. If you've located the glasses, you're welcome to come."

I had located the glasses. They were on the second shelf of the kitchen cupboard, six of them, the stems slightly mismatched — the kind of collection that accumulates in a place that's been lived in by a series of people who each brought one or two things and left them behind.

"Seven o'clock," I said.

"Seven." She walked across the grass toward the rise without looking back, the easel over her shoulder, unhurried, the hat still pulled against the lowering sun.

I stood by the lighthouse door and watched the lamp room do its amber thing without her there to paint it.

I was hungry, and I had no food in the cottage yet, and there were at least forty manuals I needed to read before I understood the first thing about this job, and the ferry ran twice a week, and the previous keeper had left in November for reasons that hadn't been explained, and I had a dinner invitation on my first evening on the island with a woman who knew the place better than I did and had paint on her arm and opinions about people who stayed versus people who left.

Perhaps things would be all right.


Chapter Two

I woke at half past six to the sound of the lamp mechanism cycling down.

I didn't know that's what it was, not yet. I lay in the narrow bed and listened to the mechanical settling — a descending hum, a sequence of clicks, then silence — and thought: that's a thing I'm responsible for and have no idea how to operate.

Then I thought about the previous evening.

Clara had opened a Côtes du Rhône that was better than anything I'd have brought and set two glasses on the low table in front of her window. She'd asked me questions that weren't soft: what the marriage had actually been, what I'd been like inside it, why the lighthouse specifically out of all the things I could have done. She listened to my answers without offering consolation or analysis. Both would have been less useful. I'd walked back across the rise in the dark at half ten, the lighthouse beam still rotating overhead, and stood outside the cottage for a minute looking up at it.

Now the beam had stopped. Which presumably it was supposed to do at dawn. Which was presumably covered in one of the forty-odd manuals on the shelves.

I made coffee and pulled the maintenance manual — blue cover, third shelf, exactly where Marcus had said — and sat down.

By eight o'clock I'd established the following: the lamp mechanism was a fourth-order dioptric lens driven by a clockwork rotation system with an electric motor backup, and the weekly maintenance cycle involved fourteen discrete steps I couldn't yet perform because I didn't know where eight of the tools were, couldn't identify three of the components from the diagrams, and had inherited a lamp with a manual override lever the book described as emergency use only — consult qualified technician before operation. There was a footnote to this warning. The footnote cited a 1987 amendment. The 1987 amendment binder was on the shelf, but when I opened it the relevant section had been removed and replaced with a handwritten note reading see updated procedures — M.H. followed by a date in 1991 and nothing else.

I made a second coffee and wrote what happened to the 1987 amendment on a piece of paper and put it under the sugar bowl.

I was still at the table, ringed by open manuals, when the knock came.

"You look like you're studying for something you're going to fail," Clara said.

She was carrying a canvas bag, the wide-brimmed hat replaced by a loose plait. Dressed differently today — lighter, less like camouflage. She looked at the table with the assessing eye of someone who'd watched lighthouse keepers work through this particular problem before.

"Probably," I said. "Coffee?"

"Please."

She came in and looked at the spread of open manuals without touching anything. Then she leaned over the table to read the handwritten note in the amendment binder and her plait fell forward over one shoulder and she smelled like paint and something warmer underneath — sunscreen, or just morning.

"M.H. is Marcus," she said.

"I gathered."

"He was keeper here briefly, before he went administrative. Before my time, but Ros knew him then." She read the date. "Whatever he updated the procedures to isn't in this cottage."

"That tracks."

"Have you been up to the lamp room yet?"

"No."

"Right." She picked up her coffee. "Bring the maintenance manual."

The lamp room was ninety-one steps up — I counted — the stairwell winding tight through the lighthouse body, narrowing as it went, the walls curved stone and damp metal smell, two small iron maintenance doors along the way that I wasn't ready to think about. Then the stairwell opened into the lamp room and everything reversed: suddenly the sky was everywhere.

The lens was nothing like the diagrams. Up close it was a ring of prisms and glass panels arranged around the light source, four feet across, and when the morning sun caught it through the windows it broke into colors that ran across the iron floor and curved walls like something that had no engineering justification.

"The dioptric element," Clara said. She was pointing with the authority of someone who'd reconciled the manual with the actual object in front of her. "Rotation mechanism underneath — drive collar there, motor housing beside it. The clockwork backup is in the cabinet behind you."

I turned. A cabinet I'd walked past without registering, containing a mechanical assembly of springs and gears the size of a small engine block.

"How do you know all this?"

"I asked. The keeper before last let me come up a few times and I asked enough questions that he eventually just explained it properly." She put her hand flat on the rotation collar, feeling the metal. "This is where the override lever is. The one the manual warns about."

She pointed to an iron handle set into the drive collar, hinged and pinned in the retracted position. It had the look of something installed as a last resort.

"Has anyone used it?"

"Once, apparently. Not David. The one before David." She looked at me. "Which may be why the manual for it is missing."

I filed that next to the note under the sugar bowl and the way Marcus had moved toward the ferry gangway before I'd finished my first question.

We stood a moment in the lamp room with the sun moving through the prisms and the sea in three directions. A container ship sat on the northern horizon, steady and small. Below, the island made its compact shape — stone buildings, Nissen huts, the jetty windsock, Clara's cottage with its blue window frame.

"It's a good job," she said. "When you know it."

"Is it?"

"It's one thing, done every day. Most jobs are twenty things, badly, differently each time." She turned from the window. "When you know the lamp, you know everything. There's no hidden complexity."

I thought about the fourteen steps I couldn't yet complete and the amendment that didn't exist and the lever I definitely wasn't touching. "I'll report back," I said.

She smiled — closer to the surface than last night, less considered — and said, "Come on. I'll show you where the toolkit actually is."

It was in a locked cabinet in the first outbuilding, behind a peg labeled spare chain with no chain on it. The key was on a hook inside the cottage back door, unlabeled. She had known both of these things.

"David told me where the spare key was in case of emergency," she said. "I've been meaning to tell someone. It was waiting for someone to tell."

We carried the toolkit back and I ran the first six steps of the maintenance cycle with her reading the procedure aloud while I worked, patient with the pauses, not prone to jumping ahead. By eleven I had steps one through six done and a real working understanding of the rest.

"You learn fast," she said.

"Practice. Different context — project management. The underlying skill is identical. Read the manual, ask the right questions, pretend you understand more than you do until you actually do." I closed the binder. "Did you sleep?"

"Well enough. The mechanism woke me my first morning here. That cycling-down sound — I thought something had broken." A corner of her mouth lifted. "I went and knocked on David's door in my dressing gown."

"What did he do?"

"Explained the mechanism thoroughly, made me tea, was extremely professional." A beat. "I think he was quite lonely by then."

"Were you two —"

"No." Not defensive. "I've never brought anyone here. That's the point of coming — the one place I come alone. My reset." She held my look for a moment. Something moved in it. "Was."

The word sat between us doing more than one job.

She uncurled from the armchair and crossed the room and kissed me. One hand came up to my jaw, deliberate, like she was checking a measurement. I kissed her back and felt the tension in it — two people who'd been moving toward something since the previous evening and had finally stopped pretending the direction was in question.

We made it to the bottom of the staircase before we stopped again. I had her back against the wall and she had her hands in my shirt, untucking it, and when I pushed her hair back from her neck and put my mouth there she made a low sound and tilted her head to give me more room. I walked her up the stairs with my hands on her hips, both of us shedding clothes on the landing — her shirt, my shirt — and then the bedroom and the bed with its military corners that we undid in short order.

She was decisive. That was what I noticed first and kept noticing: no ambiguity, no performance, just direct and specific about what she wanted. She pulled me down on top of her and reached between us to wrap her hand around me and said, matter-of-factly, "Yes, like that" when I moved against her palm, and I laughed, and she laughed too, and then she guided me in and the laughing stopped because there was no room left for it.

She was warm and tight and made a short, sharp sound when I pushed all the way into her the first time — not pain, just intensity, her hips lifting to meet me. I held still a moment with my face against her throat, feeling her breathe, and she said "don't stop" in a tone that left no room for interpretation, so I didn't.

I learned her fast. The soft inner curve of her thigh where pressure made her grip my hip harder. The specific rhythm — not fast, not tentative, something deliberate and sustained — that pulled her breathing apart. She had paint on her collarbone, a streak I hadn't seen before, and I put my mouth there and she said yes, that in the exact tone she'd used when I got a maintenance step right, and I laughed against her skin, and she dug her fingernails in lightly and said "don't stop doing that either."

She came the first time with her head pushed back into the pillow and her thighs locked around me, working herself against me through it, chasing what she needed without apology. The second time I had my mouth on her and she had a hand in my hair and was very specific about direction and pressure in a way I found genuinely useful, and when she came the second time she said my name once, clearly, like she wanted to confirm I was the person causing it.

We lay afterward in the broken bed with the August heat in the room and the sea visible through the window, doing its indifferent thing.

"I don't usually do this," she said.

"On the island."

"Anywhere, particularly." A pause. "I mean what I said about coming here alone. It matters."

"I know."

"I don't know if you do yet."

"No," I said. "But I'm taking it seriously."

A beat. Then: "Good." Set down carefully, in the right place.

She left at five, an hour before dark, canvas bag over her shoulder, hat back on, the self-sufficient manner of someone with the rest of her day organized. At the cottage door she paused.

"Steps seven through eleven," she said. "If you want."

"I want."

The brief smile, and then she walked out across the grass and over the rise.

I stood in the doorway watching the empty rise for longer than made sense, then went back to the table and the manuals and the toolkit. I found step seven. I read it through twice.

I didn't know whether she'd come back tomorrow. She'd said she would, and everything that had happened between us felt like something she didn't do lightly. But she'd told me what this place was for her — a deliberate solitude, deliberately kept — and I was a complication she hadn't planned on. What she'd said with her body all morning was one kind of answer. Tomorrow would be another.

The lamp mechanism would cycle on again at dusk. I had three hours and eight more steps.

I kept reading.


Chapter Three

Clara came back the next morning as she'd said she would, and we finished the maintenance cycle in two hours — steps seven through fourteen, methodical and unhurried, her reading the procedure and me working through it with growing confidence. When I cycled the lamp on at the end and the mechanism ran its full rotation without complaint, she looked at it with the same expression she had when a painting came out right: a contained, private satisfaction that wasn't about me.

"You've got it," she said.

"I've got steps one through fourteen," I said. "That's different from having it."

"Less different than you think."

She had a canvas to work on that afternoon — the seaward face again, different light than the evening. She left with her bag over her shoulder and a look back from the doorway that was warm but uncomplicated, and I stood in the cottage with the clean toolkit put away and the maintenance manual closed and the sense, for the first time since I'd arrived, that I might actually be capable of this job.

The afternoon was mine. The lamp was on. The manual was read. There was no good reason not to go and see the rest of the island.

From the lighthouse the island radiated outward in several directions, most of them short. South was the harbor and the jetty and the stone row of supply buildings, facing the mainland crossing. North was open headland and, past it, the seaward cliffs. East was the direction I hadn't tried yet: the far side of the rise, beyond the Nissen huts Clara had mentioned on the first day.

I followed the track inland. The gorse grew lower here, beaten down by wind, and the ground changed character from the harbor side — drier, rougher, more stone surfacing through the shallow soil. The WWII infrastructure appeared gradually: a concrete apron half-buried by decades of vegetation, a rusted pipe emerging from the hillside with no evident source or destination, a low bunker mouth blocked by a timber door that had swollen shut and clearly hadn't moved in years. There was a plaque bolted to the bunker that had been legible once but was now mostly verdigris, HMS — and then nothing readable. Somewhere in there was presumably the naval history Clara had mentioned — the forward post, the supply ships using the lighthouse beam, the men who'd been stationed here during the war. The island held it all at a slight remove, the way a scar holds the shape of an injury without being the injury anymore.

The four Nissen huts sat in a sheltered dip on the lee side of the rise, arranged in a loose arc around a rectangle of mown grass that someone had recently mowed and edged. Three of them had been visibly worked on — whitewashed exterior, new window frames, the corrugated roofline painted over in dark green that made them read less like military salvage and more like something deliberate. The fourth still had its original wartime character: raw metal, no windows replaced, a padlock on the door.

Two of the renovated huts had cars parked beside them. Holiday lets, then, as Clara had said.

The third renovated hut had a woman outside it, drilling a screw into a door hinge with the focused efficiency of someone who knew which screw was wrong before she'd touched it. Mid-forties, dark working clothes, hair cut practically short on one side and longer on the other in a way that managed to look neither fashionable nor accidental. She didn't look up when I came over the rise, but she said, without pausing the drill:

"You'd be the new keeper."

"That keeps being the opener," I said.

"Small island." She finished the screw, tested the hinge, found it satisfactory, and stood up. She looked at me with the frank, quick assessment of someone accustomed to forming accurate views quickly and not bothering to conceal them. "Ros Farnham. I own the huts. I know everything that happens on this island, which I mention upfront so you don't waste time being coy about it."

"John Mills."

"I know." She leaned the drill against the hut wall and pulled off one work glove. "Marcus told me you were coming. Didn't tell me much else, which is standard for Marcus." She looked me over once more. "Have you used the radio yet?"

"What radio?"

She closed her eyes briefly. It was not the expression of someone surprised; it was the expression of someone whose prior prediction had just been confirmed. "The VHF radio. In the lamp room cabinet. Right side, mounted on the wall."

I had not been in the lamp room cabinet on the right side. I had been in the left cabinet, where the clockwork backup lived. I had not looked at the right one.

"I'll add it to the list," I said.

"Do that." She picked up the drill. "The coastguard does a scheduled check on channel sixteen every morning at eight. You should be answering it. Have you been answering it?"

"I've been here three days."

"So no."

She said it without particular judgment, just notation.

"The lamp-room logbook has the radio procedure on the inside cover. Check it today."

"Today," I said.

"Before dark." She looked at the hut door, satisfied with the hinge, and began gathering her tools. "You've met Clara."

"First evening."

"I know." Something in her expression shifted — not disapproval, not quite amusement, something more layered than either. "She's a good person to know first. She'll tell you the things about this island worth knowing." She picked up her toolbox. "She won't tell you the things that aren't worth knowing until they become worth knowing, which is also correct."

"What things?"

Ros looked at me. "Buy me dinner and I might elaborate."

I almost said I'd buy her dinner tonight, but she was already walking toward the middle hut with the toolbox, and the sentence felt presumptuous — I'd been on the island three days and she'd known it her whole life. "How about the other way around," I said instead. "You've got more to teach me than I've got to teach you."

She stopped walking and turned around. The expression had shifted again — the layered thing now much closer to amusement. "Fair assessment," she said. "Come for dinner Thursday. Bring wine, nothing fancy, I'm not a guest."

"I'll be there."

"Good." She reached the hut door and opened it without looking back. "Go find that radio."

I found the radio.

It was exactly where she'd said — the right-side cabinet in the lamp room, a VHF marine set mounted on the wall, its charging cable coiled neatly alongside. The lamp-room logbook was on the small shelf above the lamp mechanism itself, a black hardback matching the ones downstairs, and when I opened the inside cover there was the radio procedure in the same small, precise handwriting as the annual logs: 08:00 daily, ch. 16, coastguard check-in, confirm lamp operational and weather condition. Below that, in a different hand: Also monitor ch. 67 for local vessel traffic. MCA Humber controls this sector.

I read it twice. Then I read the logbook itself, starting at the most recent entry, which was David's final one — a weather observation, a lamp check, nothing unusual — and worked backward through the summer. He'd been careful and regular. His entries were brief, informative, occasionally wry: Fog bank settled overnight, burned off 0930. Lamp operational throughout. No maritime incident. Gannets returned. I liked him, from his logbook, in the way you can like a person from the evidence of their attention.

I was still reading when the radio crackled.

"Humber Coastguard, Humber Coastguard, this is MV Thornwick, MV Thornwick, requesting confirmation of navigational light status for approach to sector seven, over."

I stared at the radio.

The logbook said channel sixteen. The radio was on channel sixteen. I'd just read the words Also monitor ch. 67 for local vessel traffic twenty seconds ago and my brain had quietly decided that meant someone else would be doing the monitoring.

I picked up the handset. I had, in my life, operated two-way radios on three occasions: a site visit in 2009, a ski trip in 2014, and once when helping a friend move a horse box and the driver had needed to reverse around a bend. None of these were instructive now. I pressed the transmit button.

"MV Thornwick, this is — " I looked at the logbook. It was going to have the station identifier. I was actively reading it upside down, having opened it to the wrong end. "— stand by, over."

A pause. "Standing by."

I got the logbook the right way around. Inside the front cover, below the radio procedure, in letters significantly larger than anything else on the page: STATION ID: LIGHTHOUSE ISLAND CHARLIE FOUR. Underlined twice. Someone — David, I assumed — had done this for a future keeper, in the way of someone who knew the future keeper would need it urgently and without warning.

I pressed transmit again. "MV Thornwick, this is Lighthouse Island Charlie Four, navigational light is operational, confirm sector seven lamp green, over."

Another pause. Shorter this time. "Lighthouse Island Charlie Four, MV Thornwick, copy that, light confirmed. Safe passage. Out."

The radio went quiet. I set the handset down.

Behind me, from the stairwell entrance, Ros said: "Not bad."

I turned. She was standing on the top step with her arms folded and an expression of professional evaluation, which told me she'd followed me up from the huts and had been watching from the moment I'd picked up the handset.

"You watched that whole thing," I said.

"I wanted to see what you'd do." She came into the lamp room and looked at the radio with the familiar ease of someone who'd been up here many times. "You bought yourself time, found the identifier, gave them a correct confirmation. That's the right sequence." She paused. "The 'stand by' was a bit panicked."

"I was panicked."

"It happens. Less after the first time." She looked at me with something that wasn't quite softened but had moved in that direction. "David froze entirely his first vessel contact. Dropped the handset. The ship waited five minutes and went around."

"Did anything happen?"

"No. But it could have." She looked out through the lamp room windows at the water, where the MV Thornwick was now a visible shape moving steadily south, clearly unconcerned. "This sector isn't heavily trafficked. But it doesn't have to be. One boat in the wrong place in the wrong weather is enough."

I looked at the logbook, at David's careful entries, at the two-line underlined station identifier that had just saved me from what would have been a moderately embarrassing silence. "He left notes," I said.

"He was a thoughtful man." A pause. "He left without telling me. Not without notice to Marcus, I expect — Marcus would have known. But he didn't say goodbye to anyone here, which wasn't like him." She looked at the lamp mechanism, the prisms quiet in the afternoon light. "One morning his boat was at the jetty for the mainland ferry and by evening the cottage was empty."

"Any idea why?"

"Ideas, yes. Information, no." She said it with a finality that meant she was done with the subject for now. "Come Thursday. I'll give you the version of the island history that's worth having."

She left the way she'd come, unhurried, her footsteps clear on the iron stairs and then the stone below, and I heard the cottage door below not quite close behind her.

I stood in the lamp room for a while afterward. The sun was at the angle where it did its work on the prisms, and the colors moved across the floor the way they had on the first morning Clara had brought me up here, the same patient show for a room that was usually empty. Out the western window I could see a figure on the grass near the seaward face of the lighthouse — a wide-brimmed hat, an easel, the particular stillness of someone in the middle of something that mattered.

I picked up the logbook and wrote my first entry. Date, time, lamp operational, weather clear, vessel contact MV Thornwick channel sixteen, light confirmed. I wrote it in the careful handwriting I used when I wanted something to be readable, and I left the identifier on the inside cover where David had written it because it had been exactly right where it was.

Below my entry I added one line: Station ID location: inside front cover. Underlined once.

Let the next one have it a little easier.

I climbed down and crossed the grass toward the cottage. Clara was painting the seaward face, the version she'd told me only existed from that specific angle, and she was so far inside the work she didn't hear me pass. I didn't interrupt. The light was doing what she'd come back three summers to catch, and she was the only one doing anything about it.

Thursday. Dinner with Ros. In the meantime: channel sixteen, every morning at eight.

The island was getting smaller and larger at the same time.


Chapter Four

I bought the wine at the island's one shop — a narrow room attached to the harbor master's building that stocked tinned goods, two kinds of bread, batteries, and a wine rack that someone had clearly assembled with care and almost no commercial logic. A Rioja sat between a Muscadet and something Romanian I didn't recognise, all of them priced fairly and with hand-written tasting notes on index cards that were either very knowledgeable or convincingly performed. I bought the Rioja because Ros had said nothing fancy and the Rioja was the least fancy bottle that also wasn't bad.

It was Thursday evening, a week after I'd arrived. The harbor was quiet. The Tuesday ferry had come and gone without me on it, which felt like something. The lamp had run its morning cycle without incident, I'd answered the coastguard check at eight and logged it without panic, and in five days I had not broken the lighthouse.

Clara was painting near the harbor today — the supply buildings from the waterside, a different composition. She'd waved when I passed. We'd settled into something that didn't require constant narration, which suited us both.

Ros's cottage was on the south side of the island, along the harbor wall and then up a track I hadn't taken yet, sitting lower than I'd expected — a long stone building that had clearly been extended twice in different decades, the additions visible in the stonework, a porch tacked on at some point with a corrugated plastic roof that had turned translucent green. The garden was productive rather than decorative: raised beds, a cold frame, a row of something leafy I couldn't name. Tools leaned against the porch wall in a way that suggested they'd be picked up again tomorrow.

I knocked. She opened the door in the same practical clothes she'd been in every time I'd seen her, holding a dish towel, and looked at the wine with approval.

"Come in," she said. "Mind the dog."

The dog was a terrier of advanced age, asleep in front of the range with the total commitment of an animal that had made its arrangements and wasn't interested in renegotiating. I stepped around it. The kitchen was warm and organised, pots on the stove, something roasting. The walls were hung with photographs — old ones, black and white, mixed with newer color prints — and a framed chart of the island from what looked like the 1950s, survey lines and depth markings and a notation of the naval installation that no longer appeared on current charts.

"Your grandfather," I said, looking at a photograph of a group of men in naval uniform standing on the jetty, the lighthouse behind them.

"Third from the left." She didn't look up from the stove. "Leading Seaman Arthur Farnham, 1944. He was stationed here for eighteen months." She opened the oven and checked something. "He liked it enough to come back after the war. Married a woman from the mainland, brought her here. Neither of them ever left."

"And you've never left."

"For university. Three years in Leeds, then straight back." She closed the oven. "I don't have a complicated relationship with the island. I know people expect me to."

"I don't expect you to."

She looked at me then, a quick assessment. "No," she said, "I don't think you do." She took the Rioja and found the opener without searching for it. "Sit down."

The food was lamb, slow-cooked, with potatoes that had absorbed the fat from the roast and vegetables from the garden. I ate more than I'd eaten at a single meal since before the divorce, which I mentioned, and she said that was what happened when people stopped cooking for themselves and had forgotten it was possible, which was true.

The conversation ran easily from the start — she had the gift of making questions feel like offers rather than interrogations. What had I done before the lighthouse. What the management job had actually involved. Whether I missed it. I told her honestly that I didn't miss the job and did miss being good at something, which were two different things, and she nodded as if this was a reasonable distinction she'd made herself at some point.

"What were you good at?" she said.

"Keeping things organised that other people couldn't be bothered to organise. Tracking the moving parts. Making sure the right information got to the right people before someone made a decision without it." I turned my glass on the table. "It sounds less impressive than it is. It's actually rare, apparently."

"It's useful here," she said. "Marcus is the opposite of that."

"I've noticed."

"He was a reasonable keeper when he was a keeper — physically capable, showed up, did the work. As an administrator he's adequate on a good day and absent on a bad one." She refilled her glass. "He's also very good at making things someone else's problem before anyone's noticed he's done it."

"The 1987 amendment," I said.

She looked at me. "What about it?"

"The binder in the cottage has a section removed. Replaced with a handwritten note from Marcus saying see updated procedures, 1991. The updated procedures aren't in the cottage."

A pause. "That's new information," she said.

"You didn't know."

"David never mentioned it. He may not have looked." She was quiet for a moment, thinking. "The override lever."

"That's the section it's attached to."

She set down her glass and looked at the table with the expression of someone revising a prior calculation. "The keeper before David used the override lever. Once, during a squall — the motor backup failed and he needed to run the mechanism manually. It worked, but something went wrong afterward and it took a contractor three visits to get the lamp running properly again." She paused. "Marcus was the one who had to fund those visits, which he did not enjoy. I assumed he'd updated the procedure to note the risk. I didn't know he'd removed it."

"Why would he remove it?"

"Because if it's documented, someone can point at it. If it's not documented —" She didn't finish the sentence. She didn't need to. "I'll ring his office tomorrow."

"I'd appreciate that."

She picked up her glass again and looked at me with something that had moved past assessment into something closer to approval. "You're more organised than the last two," she said.

"The last two weren't particularly organised?"

"David was thorough but not — proactive, let's say. He kept good records after the fact. He wouldn't have spotted the missing amendment and asked about it." She tilted her head. "The one before him I'd rather not talk about at dinner."

"What happened to him?"

"At dinner," she repeated, the edge on it light but clear.

I let it go. The fire in the range was doing something pleasant, and the wine was good, and I wasn't going to push past a line she'd drawn on the first evening.

We moved on. She asked about the divorce in the direct way she asked about everything, and I answered in the direct way I was beginning to find natural in her company. I told her more than I'd told Clara — not because Clara hadn't earned it, but because Ros asked differently, with less room for deflection. I told her about the fourteen months of performing fineness at the kitchen table that was going to belong to someone else. About what it was like to understand exactly why something had failed and still grieve it. About the lighthouse application, which I'd filled out at eleven-thirty on a Wednesday and submitted before I'd thought about it long enough to talk myself out of it.

She listened without offering consolation or comparative suffering, which was exactly right.

"Two years since my last relationship ended," she said, when I'd finished. "Not a divorce — we weren't married. But eight years, and then not." She looked at the fire. "People keep expecting me to miss the mainland. The noise and the options and the being-around-people. I don't miss any of that." A pause. "I miss having someone at the table who was here yesterday and will be here tomorrow."

"The continuity," I said.

"Yes." She said it without self-pity, just as a fact she'd located and named. "The island is very good at most things and quite bad at that. The seasonal people come and go. Even the good ones."

"Even Clara."

She glanced at me. "Clara is August. She's been August for three summers. That's not nothing — but she's not November." She picked up the bottle and found it empty. "There's another in the cupboard if you want it."

I wanted it. I found the cupboard without asking, which seemed to please her.

It was late by the time the second bottle was half gone — past eleven, the fire banked, the dog still in its permanent arrangement by the range. The conversation had moved in the way of long evenings: from the particular to the general and back, ranging across things that mattered and things that didn't, finding a rhythm that felt comfortable without being careful.

She was across the table and I was watching her talk about the island in the off-season — the quality of the light in November, the particular silence after the last ferry of autumn — and there was a point at which I was aware that I'd been watching her for some time in a way that was more than attention.

She was aware of it too. She stopped mid-sentence and looked at me and neither of us said anything for a moment.

"I'm not Clara," she said.

"I know."

"I mean that specifically." She held my look. "Not as a warning. As a fact. Whatever that is between you two, it's its own thing. This would be a different thing."

"I understand that."

"Do you."

"Yes." I kept her eyes. "I'm not confused about it."

She considered me for a moment with the same frank evaluation she'd applied to everything else, and apparently I came out satisfactory. She stood up from the table and held out her hand, which was the most practical sexual invitation I'd ever received and somehow also the most direct.

I took it.

Her bedroom was through the back of the cottage, low-ceilinged and warm, the window looking out at the dark harbor water. She undressed without ceremony, comfortable in her body in the way of someone who'd long since stopped having any argument with it, and I followed her lead, and when we came together in the narrow bed the first thing I noticed was how different it was from Clara — not better or worse, genuinely different, the register entirely its own.

Where Clara had been decisive in a way that felt like velocity, Ros was deliberate in a way that felt like intention. She took her time, with her hands first, learning what she was working with — a thorough, unsentimental inventory that was somehow extremely appealing. When I tried to move faster she held me still, not unkindly, and said "there's no hurry" in a tone that didn't allow for argument. I stopped hurrying.

I had my mouth on her breast and my hand working between her legs, and she had one hand in my hair and the other gripping my wrist — not stopping me, just tracking the pressure, adjusting it once when I was slightly off, a small specific correction that told me she knew exactly what she wanted and had no patience for the alternative. When she came the first time she made a long low sound that was mostly exhaled breath, her whole body tightening and then releasing in a slow wave, and she said "good" with the same emphasis she'd used when I'd got the vessel radio right, and I laughed, and she said "don't stop" and I didn't.

When I pushed inside her she was already looking at me, watching my face, and she kept watching — not performatively, just with the frank attention she gave to everything. "All right?" I said. "Yes," she said, "now move." So I moved, and she moved with me, and we found a pace that was unhurried and exactly right and went on for long enough that I stopped thinking about anything other than what was happening between us.

She came again with my hand between us, working her where she'd told me to, her hips rolling up to meet me, her voice quiet but clear. I came not long after, with my face against her throat and her hands flat on my back, and she held me there afterward without any awkwardness about it.

We lay for a while in the dark with the window showing the harbor and the lamp beam coming around every few seconds in its steady rotation.

"That's a good lamp," she said.

"I've started to feel possessive about it," I said.

"That's how it's supposed to work."

I dressed just after two and she walked me to the porch door in her dressing gown. The night was clear and cold and the island was completely quiet, no wind for once, the water in the harbor flat and dark.

"Thursday next week," she said. "If you want."

"I want."

She nodded, pulled the dressing gown tighter, and went back inside. The light in the kitchen went out shortly after.

I walked back across the island under the lighthouse beam, the path familiar enough now that I didn't need the torch I'd brought. The lamp was doing its job, as it had every night since I'd arrived, and I was watching it the way I'd begun to watch it — not anxiously, just with attention — when I noticed the flicker.

It was small. A stutter in the rotation, not in the lamp itself — the light stayed on, but the sweep hiccuped, a fraction of a second's hesitation where the movement should have been smooth. It happened once, then again fifteen seconds later, then not again in the five minutes I stood watching.

I went inside. I opened the logbook to a new page.

0215. Observed irregular hesitation in lamp rotation — two instances, approximately 15-second interval, duration less than half a second each. Lamp remained on throughout. No recurrence observed in 5-minute watch. Mechanism check due next cycle. Note for investigation.

I closed the logbook and put it on the table with the pen on top.

I had no idea if this was serious. I had no idea if it was connected to the thing the 1987 amendment was supposed to document, the override lever, the sequence of keepers that had left or been pushed out or simply stopped. I had no idea if Marcus knew and hadn't told me, or didn't know because no one had logged it, or knew and had reasons for not caring that I also didn't have yet.

What I had was a log entry, a dinner invitation for next Thursday, and a lamp that was still turning.
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