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Harem Lighthouse - Part Three


Chapter One

The squall came in from the northeast on Saturday night.

I'd been watching it build since the afternoon — a darkness on the horizon that wasn't cloud cover but was denser than open sky, moving in the particular way of weather that had made up its mind. By seven the wind had come up and by nine the harbor was throwing spray over the jetty wall. I did the evening lamp check early and logged the conditions: Wind NE 30-35kts, gusting higher. Visibility deteriorating. Lamp operational. Monitoring.

I'd been checking the rotation every thirty minutes since the second flicker, five days ago now. Nothing had recurred. Nadia's interval analysis had put the next occurrence in a window of sixty to eighty hours from the last one, and we were at the edge of that window, and there was a North Sea squall building outside my window with ships on the water.

I went to bed at eleven and didn't sleep.

At twelve forty-seven the lamp went out.

Not a flicker. Not a hesitation. The beam simply stopped, the way a held breath stops — completely, without transition — and the bedroom ceiling went dark and I was out of bed before I'd fully processed the change.

I pulled on clothes in the dark and took the lamp-room key from the hook and went up the stairs.

The lamp room was wrong in a way that was hard to look at directly.

It was dark in there. The windows showed the squall in full voice — rain horizontal, the sea invisible below the white noise of it — and the lamp mechanism was still, the prisms inert, the enormous lens doing nothing. The motor housing was silent. I put my hand on it and felt nothing, no vibration, no warmth.

I opened the right-side cabinet and picked up the radio. The coastguard was already active on channel sixteen — weather traffic, a vessel checking in from thirty miles north. The sector was not empty.

I put the radio down and opened the maintenance manual at the emergency procedures section.

The section on total lamp failure ran to four pages. I'd read it twice before and read it again now with my headtorch in the dark lamp room while the wind made the windows flex. Step one: check motor power supply. I checked it — the circuit breaker had tripped. I reset it. Nothing. Step two: check motor housing connections. I checked them — all secure. Step three: attempt manual motor restart. I attempted it. Nothing. The motor was dead. The 1987 bracket fault had finally progressed past the point where the motor could compensate for it; whatever the bind in the rotation mechanism had done, it had done it to the motor this time.

Step four was a page I'd read and set aside.

Step 4 — Manual Override Operation: In the event of total motor failure during operational hours, the manual override lever (location: drive collar, port side) may be used to maintain lamp rotation by hand. This procedure requires sustained physical effort and should not be attempted alone where avoidable. NOTE: See updated procedures — M.H., 1991.

The updated procedures didn't exist.

I looked at the lever. The iron handle, hinged and pinned, the one the manual warned against and Nadia had pointed to the first morning she'd come up here and which a previous keeper had used once, imperfectly, with consequences.

Outside: a North Sea squall and ships on the water.

I unpinned the lever.

What the manual called sustained physical effort was accurate in the way that technical writing is sometimes honest by understatement. The override lever engaged a direct mechanical link to the rotation collar — no motor assist, no automation, just the weight and resistance of the lens mechanism translated directly into my arms. The lens assembly weighed several hundred kilograms and the gear reduction in the system meant the lever required a controlled, continuous effort to keep it moving at the correct rotation speed.

Twelve seconds per revolution. I counted.

I turned the lever. The lens moved. The beam went out through the squall windows in its arc and came back and went out again, and I turned the lever and counted, and the wind threw itself at the glass with the sustained indifference of weather that does not care what it interrupts.

I turned it for forty minutes.

At some point in the twentieth minute my shoulders decided they had opinions about the arrangement and I overrode the opinions because there was nothing else to do. At thirty minutes my grip had become a mechanical fact rather than a muscular one, the kind of sustained effort that stops feeling like effort because the body stops negotiating. I counted revolutions because counting kept the rhythm and the rhythm was the job.

At forty-two minutes the motor housing made a sound.

I stopped counting. The sound happened again — a low click, then a vibration, then the motor came back online like something surfacing, found the drive collar, found the rotation, and took over from my hands.

I let go of the lever and stood in the dark lamp room with my arms hanging at my sides and the beam going around and the squall still fully in progress outside.

Then the radio in the right-side cabinet said: "Humber Coastguard, this is MV Storndale, MV Storndale, near-miss report, sector seven, coordinates follow —"

I picked up the handset.

What followed was twenty minutes of radio procedure I hadn't been trained for, interspersed with Humber Coastguard patching in a duty officer who asked questions in the neutral tone of someone who wrote everything down. The MV Storndale had been running northeast through the sector when the navigation light went dark; they'd altered course on instinct and logged the position and were now filing a formal report. The duty officer asked how long the light had been out. I checked my watch against the time I'd woken up and said forty-two minutes. He asked what had caused the failure. I said motor failure during a squall, suspected mechanical fault in the rotation mechanism, I'd maintained the beam manually using the override lever until the motor recovered. He asked my name, my appointment status, my installation reference. I gave all three.

"A formal incident investigation will be opened," he said. "You'll receive notification in the next twenty-four hours. You'll be required to give a statement. Maintain your logs in full."

"Understood," I said.

The radio went quiet. The squall was already easing, the way North Sea weather eases — abruptly, as if it had achieved its purpose and was done. By three in the morning it was blowing only twenty knots and the stars were beginning to show in patches to the west.

I sat down on the iron floor of the lamp room with my back against the mechanism housing and wrote in the logbook. Everything: times, motor failure, manual override operation, rotation maintained, motor recovery, Storndale near-miss report, coastguard contact, duty officer name, investigation notification. I wrote it in the same careful handwriting I used when I wanted things to be readable and I left nothing out and I did not soften anything or add anything that wasn't factual.

The lamp went around. My arms ached from shoulder to wrist.

Nadia was at the cottage door at seven.

She'd heard the radio traffic on the marine band — her vessel had been monitoring through the squall, standard procedure, and the Storndale report had come through clearly. She came in without knocking and looked at me at the kitchen table with the logbook open in front of me and coffee I'd made and not yet drunk.

"The override lever," she said.

"It worked."

She sat down. She looked at the logbook, not reading it, just looking at the fact of it. "How long?"

"Forty-two minutes."

A pause. "You did that alone."

"There wasn't anyone else up at twelve forty-seven."

"No." She was quiet for a moment. "The investigation will want to know if the fault was pre-existing and documented. The 1987 report establishes that it was. The absence of the updated procedure establishes that the documentation was removed." She looked at me. "Marcus cannot claim you caused this."

"He's going to try."

"He's going to try," she agreed. "But the paper trail is on your side now. The question is who presents it."

Ros arrived twenty minutes later, also without knocking, also having heard. She came in, looked at me, looked at Nadia, and said: "I'm ringing the solicitor."

"Ros—"

"Helen Davies, she does maritime employment law, she's been on the mainland for twenty years and she knows what statutory authority procedures look like from the inside." She was already at the counter with her phone. "This is not the moment to be without someone who speaks that language."

I didn't argue. I drank the cold coffee and listened to Ros leave a message for Helen Davies that was concise, accurate, and made clear that the matter was urgent without sounding panicked, because Ros did not sound panicked at the best of times and definitely not at the worst.

When she hung up she looked at me. "How are your arms?"

"Functional," I said.

"Good. You'll need to write the formal statement yourself — Helen can advise on what to include, but it has to be in your words. Everything you logged, everything you did, in order." She sat down across from me. "Don't speculate, don't editorialize. What happened, when, what you did, what the result was."

"That's what's in the logbook."

"Then the statement is already written. You're just copying it into a form someone else can act on."

Nadia had opened her laptop and was pulling up the evidential record she'd been building — the spreadsheet, the contractor report, the cross-referenced flicker entries. "I'll prepare a summary document," she said. "The historical record in one place, clearly annotated. The investigation will need to see the pattern going back to 1987 to understand that this wasn't random failure and wasn't keeper error." She looked at me. "Is that useful?"

"Yes," I said. "That's exactly useful."

I looked at the two of them at my kitchen table doing the things they were each specifically equipped to do — Ros with her knowledge of the island and the institutional actors who moved around it, Nadia with her methodical evidence and her capacity to turn raw data into an argument — and I felt something that wasn't quite gratitude and wasn't quite relief and was more fundamental than either. I was not alone in this. I had not been alone in it since the first week.

The lamp was running. I'd kept it running. The investigation would come and Ros had a solicitor and Nadia had the records and the logbook was clean.

At nine in the morning, with the solicitor's callback expected and the coastguard notification still pending, I went back up to the lamp room and stood at the seaward window.

The squall was completely gone. The sea was the grey-green it always was after a blow, the surface still rough but the weather done with it. A vessel was moving south on the horizon — ordinary traffic, nothing to do with last night.

I thought about the question Ros had not yet asked directly and Clara had not been here to see and Nadia had not raised but which I could feel sitting underneath all of it: whether I'd stay. Whether this was the moment I found the exit. The ferry ran Tuesday and Friday. I could write a letter of resignation and hand it to Marcus and be in Guildford by the weekend, back in a rented room, one more person who'd spent a summer on the island and then left.

The lever was retracted and pinned in the drive collar where it lived. My arms still ached. The lamp was running.

I was a lighthouse keeper. I'd kept the light on in a North Sea squall, alone, for forty-two minutes. I'd logged it and answered the radio and given the duty officer everything he needed.

I was not going anywhere.


Chapter Two

The investigation moved faster than I'd expected and slower than I wanted.

Nadia had the evidence summary ready within twenty-four hours of the incident — twelve pages, clearly structured, the 1987 contractor report as an appendix, the cross-referenced flicker entries with timestamps, the interval analysis, and a plain-language conclusion that required no legal training to follow: the rotation mechanism had a documented bracket fault from 1987, the recommended repair had never been carried out, and the lamp failure on Saturday night was the foreseeable consequence of thirty-six years of deferred maintenance. She sent it to Helen Davies the same morning she sent it to me.

Helen Davies turned out to be someone who communicated by short, precise emails that arrived at unexpected hours and conveyed a great deal in few words. Her first email to me said: Received your materials. Good documentation. Do not contact Marcus Hale or the statutory authority directly. All communication through me. I'll be in touch. Her second, two days later: Investigation formal hearing scheduled for Wednesday. I'll attend by video. You'll give your statement in writing. Use the logbook verbatim. Don't improve it.

I didn't improve it.

The hearing was on a Wednesday morning in a windowless room on the mainland that I was not in — Helen Davies attended by video, the coastguard investigator attended in person, a representative of the statutory authority attended in what Helen later described as a state of visible discomfort. I was at the cottage with the logbook open and my phone face-up on the table, waiting.

Nadia was at the kitchen table. Not working — she'd finished the logbook transcription and her benthic survey data collection was complete, her colleague already underway with the processing work on the vessel. She was there because she'd been there every morning for two weeks and it would have been strange to be anywhere else.

At eleven-forty Helen Davies rang.

"Finding came through," she said. "Root cause identified as deferred maintenance on the drive collar mounting bracket, pre-existing fault documented from 1987, recommended repair not carried out. No operator error finding. Your tenure is confirmed." A brief pause. "Marcus Hale's office has been notified that the statutory authority is opening a maintenance backlog review and that a costs order is being considered in relation to the near-miss incident."

"What does a costs order mean?"

"It means Marcus is going to be paying for the bracket replacement and probably several other outstanding maintenance items out of a budget he would very much prefer to spend elsewhere." Another pause, slightly warmer this time. "He'll cooperate now. They always do at this point."

I thanked her and said I'd sort out her invoice and she said Ros had already taken care of it, which was news to me, and then she rang off.

Nadia was watching me across the table.

"Cleared," I said.

She nodded once, with the contained satisfaction she'd had when the contractor report had surfaced from the archive — a prediction confirmed, a system working as it was supposed to work when the right people applied pressure to the right points. "Good," she said. "The bracket replacement will need to happen before the next heavy weather season."

"The statutory authority is sending a contractor team," I said. "Three weeks."

"I'll send them the summary document. They should have the full history before they start." She closed her laptop. "I'll write to Marcus and cc the authority."

"You don't have to do that."

"I know." She looked at me. "I want it in the record that an independent researcher contributed to identifying the fault. It protects your logbook entries from being reframed later." She said it practically, as she said everything. "Marcus will be cooperative now but cooperative people have long memories."

I thought about Marcus's affable manner and his evasive eyes and the way he'd moved toward the ferry before I'd finished my first question. "Yes," I said. "They do."

Marcus rang at three that afternoon.

It was the most extraordinary phone call of my professional life, which was saying something. He was warm, he was apologetic without quite admitting to anything specific, and he asked three times whether there was anything I needed that he could arrange. The third time I said yes and went to the logbook and read from the list I'd been building since my second week: the bracket replacement, the updated emergency procedures for the override lever, a replacement for the 1987 amendment binder section, confirmation of my radio authorization for the historical log access I'd granted Nadia, and a current copy of my employment terms which I had apparently never been given.

A silence.

"I'll have all of that with you within the week," Marcus said.

"I'd appreciate it," I said.

After I rang off I sat with the logbook open to the list page for a moment. Then I added one more item at the bottom: Ask Ros what else needs doing. She'd know. She always knew.

Nadia's vessel was leaving Friday.

Her colleague had the processing schedule set, the next survey site identified, the window before autumn weather narrow enough that delays weren't possible. Nadia had been on this island for three weeks; she'd done what she came to do and then considerably more, and now the work was calling her back and she was the kind of person who answered that call.

She told me Thursday evening, sitting at the kitchen table in the same chair she'd sat in every day for two weeks, with the logbooks back on their shelf in the correct order and her laptop closed for the first time since I'd known her.

"Spring," she said. "Same survey window. I'll need the new season's logbook entries for the tidal analysis, and I want to see the contractor team's work on the bracket." She looked at me. "Also other reasons."

"Other reasons," I said.

"I think you know what the other reasons are."

"I'd like to hear you say them."

She looked at me with the direct attention she gave to everything. "I want to come back to you," she said. "Specifically. That's the other reason."

There was no ambiguity in it. There never was with Nadia — she said what she meant with a precision that some people would have found unromantic and I found the opposite of unromantic, the opposite being the exact truth.

"Spring," I said.

"Spring," she said.

We ate dinner at the cottage and the conversation ran long the way it had when it was good — moving between the work and the island and the people on it, Nadia's account of the strangest things she'd found on the seabed in this sector (a complete bathtub, provenance unknown; a cargo of ceramic insulators from what must have been an interwar shipwreck, still neatly stacked), my account of what the logbooks from the 1960s suggested about the character of the keeper who'd written them, a man I'd never meet and had nonetheless come to know the way you know someone from their handwriting and their attention.

The lamp cycled on at dusk. Neither of us went up — the mechanism was running, the bracket hold-fix still adequate now that the motor had recovered, and the contractor team was three weeks out. I'd checked it at five and logged it clean.

When the plates were cleared she looked at me across the table and said, "I'd like to stay tonight," with the same directness she'd used for everything else, and I said yes in the same spirit.

What Nadia brought to bed was what she brought everywhere: complete attention, no performance, a thorough and practical interest in what was working and what could work better. She undressed with the same unselfconscious efficiency she used for everything else and came to the bed and put her hands on me with the focus of someone who had been thinking about this and arrived prepared.

"I've been thinking about this," she said, confirming it.

"For how long?"

"Since approximately the third day I came to work on the logbooks." She pressed her mouth to my collarbone. "You have a very calming presence when you're reading. I found it distracting."

"That seems contradictory."

"Many true things are." She moved her mouth to my throat. "Stop talking."

I stopped talking.

She was deliberate in a way that was different from the night of the lamp room, when everything had been new and the three of them and the circumstances had given it a particular charge. Tonight it was quieter — just the two of them, the lamp going around outside, the last night before she left — and she took her time with the deliberateness of someone who intended to leave nothing out.

She worked her way down my body with the patient attention she gave to data: thorough, interested, adjusting based on what she found. When she took me in her mouth I put a hand in her hair and she made a low sound of acknowledgment and kept going until I said her name with some urgency and she came back up with a look that was professionally satisfied.

She straddled me and took me in slowly, watching my face as she did it the way she always watched things she wanted to understand fully. She set a rhythm that was hers — measured, building, her hands on my chest for leverage — and I kept my hands on her hips and let her run it because she knew what she was doing and there was no world in which I was going to interrupt her.

She was close before I was, her breathing coming apart and her hips working faster than the rhythm she'd set, and I brought one hand between us and she said "yes, there" with the same precision she'd always used and I kept going and she came with a sustained, quiet intensity — head back, jaw tight, her whole body held in it and then released.

I followed her a few minutes later with my face against her shoulder and her hand in my hair and the lamp throwing its interval of light across the ceiling.

We lay afterward in the particular silence of the island at night — no traffic, no voices, just the water and the beam's rotation and the occasional sound of wind in the gorse on the headland.

"I'll think about this in October," she said. "When I'm on the vessel and it's grey and the survey data is tedious."

"What will you think?"

"That the spring survey has additional motivation." She paused. "That's not nothing, for October."

"It's not nothing," I agreed.

She was asleep by midnight. I lay awake for a while longer, not anxiously — there was nothing left to be anxious about tonight, the investigation resolved and the lamp running and the contractor team coming — but with the particular wakefulness of a night that deserved attention.

The lamp had been going around every twelve seconds for longer than I'd been alive, tended by men whose names were in the logbooks on the shelf downstairs, who had stood at the seaward window and looked out at the same water and felt the same weight of the same responsibility. David had done it, and the man before David, and the man before him, going back to whoever had first taken the job and learned what it meant.

I'd taken the job running away from something. I'd found something else instead.

The island wasn't somewhere I'd ended up. It was somewhere I'd chosen — or it had chosen me, which might be the same thing.

The lamp went around. Nadia breathed beside me. Somewhere on the south side of the island, Ros's kitchen light was probably still on.

I went to sleep.


Chapter Three

The island emptied the way a tide goes out — not all at once, but steadily, the level dropping until one morning you looked at the harbor and there were no unfamiliar cars on the quay and the windsock was doing its work for an audience of gulls.

The last holiday cottage emptied in the second week of September. Ros let her final tenants off the island on the Tuesday ferry and spent the afternoon in the third hut stripping beds and stacking linen with the efficiency of someone closing accounts for the season. I helped her carry the linen bags to the storage building. She thanked me in the way she thanked people who'd done useful things — briefly, specifically, as if gratitude was a form of accurate reporting.

"That's it until next June," she said, locking the storage building.

"Does it feel different?" I said. "The island, when they're gone."

She thought about it honestly, which she did with most questions. "It feels like itself," she said. "The summer is an overlay. This is what's underneath."

I understood that in September in a way I couldn't have in August.

The contractor team arrived on a Tuesday in mid-September: two men from the mainland, methodical and experienced, who looked at the lighthouse with the eyes of people who'd seen a hundred of them and this one was not exceptional. They were polite, professional, and largely uninterested in conversation, which suited the work. They had the bracket replacement done in two days — the old mounting hardware removed and bagged as documentation for the investigation record, the new bracket fitted to spec, the motor tested through a full operational cycle while I watched and logged.

On the second afternoon the younger of the two, coming back from the base of the lighthouse with a survey torch, stopped and looked at me with an expression of mild professional interest.

"There's a hatch down there," he said. "Floor level, in the service corridor. Sealed — looks like it's been sealed a long time. It's not on any of our drawings."

"What's under it?"

"Couldn't tell you. Didn't open it — not in the scope of work. But you might want to flag it." He wrote something in his own notebook. "I'll note it in our report."

I went down after they'd packed up for the day and found it: a square iron hatch set into the stone floor of the service corridor at the base of the tower, flush with the ground, sealed with what appeared to be a welded bead that had oxidised to a dark red-brown. It was about a meter on each side. No handle, no markings, nothing in the laminated emergency cards that referenced it. The logbooks didn't mention it in any entry I could find.

I photographed it and added a note to the logbook. I didn't open it. I wasn't sure I was supposed to and I'd learned to be careful about assumptions on that front.

The contractor team left on the Thursday ferry with their tools and their report and the bagged hardware. The bracket was replaced. The lamp was running cleanly — smoother than it had run since my arrival, the rotation even and unhesitating, the motor drawing less current against the properly fitted mechanism. I ran the full maintenance cycle that evening and every step landed correctly, in sequence, from memory.

I didn't need the manual.

October came in grey and purposeful, the light going earlier each day, the sea taking on the pewter color it wore for the serious months. The island contracted further — not smaller, but more itself, the way Ros had said, the summer overlay gone and the underlying thing visible.

My days had a shape I recognised as mine now. Up at the lamp cycle, morning inspection, radio check at eight. Maintenance according to the cycle, logbook entries accurate and complete. The afternoons: reading, walking the headland, sometimes sitting in the lamp room in the late light for no operational reason, just because it was there and it was good to be in it. Evenings at Ros's on Thursdays, which had never officially stopped being Thursdays but had relaxed into something less scheduled — sometimes Thursday, sometimes a different night, sometimes both of us simply ending up at the same table because the island was small and we were both in it and there was no reason not to be.

I called Nadia on a Sunday evening in October, nothing urgent — she rang back an hour later from somewhere cold, her voice carrying the ambient noise of a research vessel at anchor, and we talked for forty minutes about the autumn survey results and the contractor report and what the spring bracket replacement had probably done for the long-range tidal data accuracy. At the end she said "four months" in the tone of someone who had done the arithmetic and found it acceptable.

"Four months," I said.

Clara's watercolour was on the wall above the kitchen table: the seaward face at dusk, the tower aimed outward, the held light in the glass. I looked at it most mornings with my coffee. It was the right place for it.

I rang my ex-wife on a Wednesday afternoon in the third week of October.

I'd been thinking about doing it for several weeks — not with dread, which surprised me, but with the particular quality of a task that had been left undone long enough to become noticeable. Not reconnection. Not recrimination or revisitation. The marriage had failed and we'd both known it was failing for longer than we'd acknowledged, and the divorce had been civil in the way of two people who respected each other enough not to perform a bitterness they didn't fully feel.

What I wanted to do was close it properly.

She answered on the third ring. Her voice was the same, which was obvious but still a thing I registered.

We talked for eleven minutes. I told her I was a lighthouse keeper on a North Sea island, which produced a silence that contained exactly the response it deserved. She told me she'd moved to a different flat, a better one, and that the kitchen table had ended up with her sister. I said that was fine, and it was. We didn't discuss the years we'd spent at it.

Before I rang off I said: "I think I needed to tell you I'm all right. I'm actually all right."

Another silence, shorter. "Good," she said. "I'm glad."

She sounded like she meant it. I thought she probably did.

I hung up and sat for a moment with the phone on the table and the lamp going around outside and the October light making something particular of the cottage walls, and I felt the thing I'd called her to feel: a door closing. Not slamming, not locked — just closed, properly, with both hands on it, the way you close something you've finished with.

Then I made dinner and ate it and went to do the evening lamp check, and the lamp was running clean.

Ros came over on the Thursday with a pot of something that had been slow-cooking all day, the smell of it arriving in the cottage before she did. She put it on the range, found the bowls without asking, and sat down at the kitchen table in her habitual chair while I poured wine.

"You rang her," she said.

I looked at her. "Nadia told you?"

"No." She took the glass I handed her. "You look like you did something you'd been putting off. I guessed."

I sat down across from her. "It was fine," I said. "It was right."

"Good." She looked at the watercolour above the table. "Clara's, that one?"

"The seaward face. She gave it to me the day before she left."

Ros looked at it for a moment with the expression she used for things she'd already made her peace with. "She paints the true version, not the beautiful one," she said. "That's actually quite difficult to do."

"She explained that to me once."

"She would." Ros drank her wine. "She'll be back in August."

"I know."

"I know you know. I'm saying it because it's true." She looked at me directly. "You understand what this is, between us."

"I think so."

"Tell me."

I thought about how to say it accurately, the way she asked me to say things. "Something real that belongs to the island and to you specifically and to this particular version of the year. Not seasonal, because you're here all year and so am I now. But grounded in place. Domestic, in the right sense of that word."

She was quiet for a moment. "Yes," she said. "That's it."

She topped up my glass without asking whether I wanted more, which was its own kind of answer about what we were.

After dinner she stayed, and the evening moved in the way their evenings moved in October — without the summer's urgency, with more room in it, the long slow dark outside and the lamp going around and neither of them checking the time.

In bed she was different from July, which she was different from in every way that mattered. The heat was the same — she had not changed about that, she was not a person who changed about the things she wanted — but the sureness of it was different. July had been two adults choosing each other clearly and finding it worked. October was two people who already knew it worked, who had months of Thursdays and shared dinners and small domestic exchanges behind them, and that accumulated knowledge was in the way she touched me now — not tentative, never tentative with Ros, but settled.

She lay back and pulled me over her and said "come here" in the tone she used for everything she'd already decided, and I came, and she was warm and solid and already moving to meet me before I'd finished finding the right position, her hands efficient and purposeful on my back.

I knew her now. I knew the exact pressure she liked at the hollow of her throat and the way she went still and intent when I hit the right angle, the particular quality of her breathing when she was close and the sound she made — exhaled, decisive — when she came. I knew how to take my time without making an occasion of it. She'd taught me that without meaning to, simply by being herself and letting me learn her, and I used what I knew and she received it as she received everything: with full attention and no performance.

She came with my hand between us and her hips worked up hard against mine, a long sustained thing, nothing wasted, and then she let out a breath and relaxed into the mattress and said "good" in a tone that settled every remaining question about the evening.

Afterward she lay with her head on her own pillow looking at the window, comfortable in the silence the way she was comfortable in most things.

"The hatch in the base of the tower," she said.

I turned my head. "You know about it?"

"The contractor mentioned it when he came to return a tool he'd left in the storage building." She looked at the ceiling. "I've been on this island my whole life. My grandfather was stationed here for eighteen months." She paused. "I've never been in that service corridor. It's not part of the visitor areas and David didn't mention it." Another pause. "I want to know what's under it."

"So do I," I said.

"Whoever sealed it sealed it a long time ago," she said. "Before the current maintenance regime, before Marcus, before most of the logbooks I've seen." She was quiet for a moment. "Before my grandfather left, probably."

I lay in the dark thinking about the sealed hatch and the oxidised weld and the WWII naval history of the island and the men who'd been stationed here during the war, and about all the things the lighthouse had been responsible for keeping that didn't appear in any current filing system.

"After the formal review clears," I said. "We could open it."

"Yes," Ros said. "We could."


Chapter Four

The first of October was a Tuesday, which meant the ferry came.

I was already in the lamp room when it appeared in the harbor — I could see the harbor mouth from the western window, and on clear mornings the ferry was visible for ten minutes before it docked, a small shape growing gradually purposeful. I watched it tie up while I worked through the maintenance cycle. Step one. Step two. The drive collar, the motor housing, the new bracket sitting clean and solid in its proper position, no fatigue crack, no binding, the rotation mechanism moving the way the manual said it should move and had not moved for thirty-six years before the contractors came.

I had not opened the manual.

This was the fourth time I'd run the full cycle without it. The third time I'd noticed I wasn't using it; this time I hadn't needed to notice. The fourteen steps were simply what I did in the lamp room on maintenance days, in order, from my hands' knowledge rather than from a page. I checked the logbook entry from the previous cycle, confirmed the motor readings, signed the current entry, and went back to the window.

The ferry was already unloading. A delivery of supplies for the harbor store, a package for Ros, the post bag. I'd go down in an hour.

The island in October had a quality that was hard to describe to anyone who hadn't been in it: a kind of completion, as if the summer had been a question the autumn was now answering. The gorse was thinner, the light lower and more specific, the sea a deeper color that varied less between weather and fine days. There were no holiday cars on the quay and no painters in the grass by the lighthouse. The windsock at the jetty was doing its quiet work for no one in particular.

I walked down to the harbor at half nine, nodded to Mick at the harbor store who had stopped finding my presence surprising in August and had stopped commenting on it in September, and collected the post bag from the ferryman.

Three letters: the statutory authority's confirmation of the maintenance contractor report, filed and closed. An amendment binder from Marcus's office — the updated override procedures, finally, a thin document that I would read today and add to the correct shelf. And a postcard.

The front was a watercolor print — not one of Clara's, a commercial thing — of a generically pleasant British coastline that could have been anywhere. I turned it over.

Her handwriting was small and even, the hand of someone who'd spent years writing comments in margins.

The August light was particularly good this year. Same again?

Below that, a date. Third week of August, next year.

I stood at the harbor wall and looked at the postcard for a moment. The date was specific — not a vague August, not sometime next summer, but a week, pinned to the calendar with the same intention she brought to everything. She was telling me what to expect without asking anything in return for it. That was exactly Clara.

I put the postcard in my jacket pocket and walked back up to the lighthouse.

The email from Nadia came in the early afternoon.

The subject line was the title of a paper — a long, technical title involving benthic communities and historical baseline data in the North Sea — and the body of the email was three sentences: Published this morning. Open access, link below. See page 2.

I opened the link on my laptop at the kitchen table. The paper was dense and methodical and I understood about a third of it, which was the third that dealt with the historical logbook data and the lighthouse installation and what seventy years of consistent keeper records had contributed to the confidence intervals in the current survey results. The writing was Nadia's — precise, interested, the kind of scientific prose that is actually enjoyable if you know the person behind it.

Page 2 was the acknowledgements section.

The authors thank the Maritime and Coastguard Agency, the statutory authority for navigational installations in the sector, and the following individuals for their contributions to this research: Dr. Patricia Chen (tidal modeling, University of Hull); James Osei (vessel operations, MV Osei-Bonsu); and John Mills, Keeper, for access to historical logbooks and for his consistent and accurate recordkeeping, without which this analysis would not have been possible.

I read it twice.

John Mills, Keeper.

Not John Mills, recent divorcee at a loose end. Not John Mills, former project manager with a gym bag purchased in a supermarket. Keeper. The word sitting in a published academic paper alongside people who had spent years acquiring the credentials Nadia had listed next to their names, and not out of place there, because the thing I'd done — kept accurate records, every day, in order, with attention — was the thing that had made the research possible.

I sat with that for a while. Then I put the postcard next to the laptop where I could see both of them, and I made tea, and I went back to work.

The afternoon was mine. I spent it the way I'd been spending October afternoons: a walk to the headland, the WWII bunker on the way, the island's compact geography feeling larger now that I knew every path. The sealed hatch was in my mind the way it had been in Ros's when she'd raised it, the previous week — a thing that wanted to be opened, waiting for the right moment, which was not yet. The formal maintenance review was still working through its final documentation. When it was done, and when we were sure no further official eyes would be looking at the base of the tower with claims they needed to make, we'd open it.

Whatever was down there had been sealed for decades and could wait a few more weeks.

The headland was extraordinary in October. The sea ran dark and serious in three directions, no pleasure craft, no research vessels at anchor, just the working water doing what it did. I stood at the edge of the cliff for a long time and thought about nothing in particular in the way that had become possible on this island in a way it hadn't been anywhere else.

On the way back I passed the spot where Clara had been sitting when I'd first come around the corner of the lighthouse with my mug of tea. The grass was shorter now, pressed down by the autumn, the easel-sized patch of flattened ground still faintly visible. I stopped and looked at the lighthouse from the same angle she'd been looking at it that first afternoon.

It was a good view. She'd been right to keep coming back to it.

Ros arrived at six-thirty with a cast-iron pot and the manner of someone doing something ordinary.

"I made too much," she said, setting it on the range.

"You always make exactly the right amount," I said.

She looked at me with the compressed amusement she used when I said something accurate that she'd rather not confirm. "Get the bowls."

I got the bowls. She found the bread without asking where it was, because she'd known where it was for months. We ate at the kitchen table with Clara's watercolour above us and the lamp cycling on outside and Ros telling me about the conversation she'd had with her insurance company about the Nissen huts, which was the kind of island-life administrative drama that would have been invisible to me in August and was now perfectly comprehensible.

I showed her the postcard. She read it and set it back on the table with the expression she used for things she'd already made her peace with.

"Next August," she said.

"Next August."

"And Nadia in spring."

"April, she said. Possibly March if the survey window opens early."

Ros picked up her wine. "That's a reasonable calendar."

There was something in the way she said it — matter-of-fact, no edge in it — that was worth sitting with. She'd known about Clara from the first week, had known about Nadia from shortly after, had never treated either as a problem or a complication or a thing that diminished what existed between us on this island in all the months when no ferries brought anyone new. The arrangement was not secret and had never been fragile. It was three distinct things that fit alongside each other the way the island's different aspects fit alongside each other: the harbor and the headland and the lighthouse, all themselves, all part of the same place.

"I've been thinking about the hatch," Ros said.

"So have I."

"My grandfather's service records are in a box in the storage building. I've been meaning to look through them properly for twenty years." She turned her glass on the table. "When we open the hatch, I want to have read them first."

"That makes sense."

"The island has a history that goes underneath the history anyone talks about," she said. "I've always known that. I just haven't — pushed on it." She looked at the lamp going around outside. "Having someone here who's interested in pushing on things with me changes the calculation."

I thought about what it had taken to get here. The divorce, the Wednesday night application, the two bags and the contract I hadn't read. The manuals on the shelf and the toolkit behind the unlabeled key and the first morning Clara had turned around in the grass with paint on her arm. The lamp failing in a squall and the weight of the override lever and the forty-two minutes of counting. The logbooks going back to 1953 and the man whose handwriting got progressively smaller and whose attention never did.

The cottage was warm. The lamp was running. Ros was at the table. The watercolour was on the wall and the postcard was beside the laptop and Nadia's paper was published on a server somewhere with my name in it.

"I'm interested," I said.

Ros nodded once. That was enough.

She went home at ten, taking the pot with her, the walk across the island in the dark a matter of four minutes that she'd been doing her whole life. I stood in the doorway and watched her torch bobbing away down the path the way I'd stood in the doorway in August watching Clara walk over the rise with her easel, except that now the path was familiar and the dark was specific and the person walking it was coming back tomorrow.

I went upstairs and did the evening check from the lamp room window: rotation smooth, beam running, no hesitation, the new bracket doing the job the original should have done in 1987. The sea was dark and specific in three directions. Somewhere out there the shipping lanes were doing their ordinary work — cargo vessels and tankers and ferries moving their loads between the places that needed them, using the charts and the beacons and the lights that men had been tending on islands like this one for longer than I could easily imagine.

The lamp went around.

I went back downstairs and made a last entry in the logbook. 1st October. Full maintenance cycle completed, no manual. Lamp operational, rotation normal. Motor readings within spec. Bracket performing to standard. Weather clear.

I turned off the kitchen light and went to bed, and through the window the lamp went on doing its job, the beam sweeping out over the dark water every twelve seconds, the way it had every night of every year since the lighthouse was built, the way it would go on doing long after whoever was currently listed in the logbook had handed the keys to whoever came next.

It was a good lamp. It was a good island. I had good women around me.

I was a lighthouse keeper.
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