
        
            
                
            
        

    
Harem Lighthouse - Part Two


Chapter One

By the end of my second week I had a routine.

Up before six, because the lamp cycled down at first light and I'd stopped being startled by it but still liked to be awake when it happened — there was something in that descending hum that felt like a handoff, the night concluding its shift. Coffee, logbook check from the previous evening, then up to the lamp room for the morning visual inspection while the coffee cooled. At eight, the radio check with Humber Coastguard on channel sixteen. I'd done it six times now and the phrasing had stopped feeling like a script I was reading and started feeling like something I just said.

The missing 1987 amendment was still missing. Ros had rung Marcus's office on Friday and been told he was travelling and would return her call. He hadn't. I'd noted both facts in the logbook.

The lamp flicker I'd logged after the Thursday dinner had not recurred, or not in a way I'd observed. I'd watched the rotation carefully during my evening checks for three nights running. Either it had resolved itself or I was watching at the wrong time. The entry was there, dated, in my handwriting. That was what I had.

On the whole: the lighthouse was running, the island was still there, and I was, apparently, a lighthouse keeper. I was doing a good job.

I saw the research vessel before I saw Nadia.

It had appeared in the bay overnight — a small, purposeful-looking boat, the kind built for function rather than comfort, with survey equipment visible on the stern deck and an antenna array that suggested serious instrumentation. It was anchored maybe two hundred meters off the seaward face, and in the morning light it looked like something that knew exactly what it was doing there.

I was on my way back from the harbor — I'd gone down for bread and whatever the wine rack had produced today — when Clara met me on the path with someone alongside her.

"John." She was in her painting clothes, the hat, the bag. "This is Nadia. She's been working the bay for the past four days — I've been meaning to introduce you."

Nadia was taller than Clara by several inches, dark-skinned, hair pulled back with the practical disinterest of someone who'd stopped thinking about it. Early thirties, probably — she had the concentrated look of a person whose attention was almost always directed outward, at the thing being studied, not inward. She was carrying a waterproof notebook and what I would later learn was a Secchi disk in a mesh bag, and she looked at me with open, uncomplicated curiosity.

"The new keeper," she said.

"Apparently," I said.

"How long have you been logging?"

"Arrived eleven days ago."

She glanced at Clara with what might have been suppressed excitement, then back at me. "Are the logbooks continuous from before you arrived?"

"Back to 1953," I said. "Possibly further — there may be earlier volumes somewhere, I haven't found them yet."

She stopped walking. "Seventy years of continuous lighthouse logs."

"Give or take."

"Tidal cycle data. Wind speed notations. Fog events, precipitation, visibility." She said it like she was listing items she'd been looking for in a shop she'd assumed didn't stock them. "Do you know if anyone has digitized them?"

"I would guess not."

"Can I see them?"

I said yes before I'd thought about whether I was permitted to show the official logbooks of a navigational installation to a marine biologist I'd known for ninety seconds. It was a reflex — the genuine interest in her face, the specificity of what she was asking for, and the plain fact that whatever bureaucratic concern might govern it hadn't been communicated to me by anyone, including Marcus, who had communicated very little. If something in the logbooks was sensitive I probably would have been told.

Probably.

"Come up to the cottage," I said. "I'll put more coffee on."

Clara set up on the seaward face — the aspect she'd moved to in the last few days, away from the lamp room view she'd spent the first week on. She'd explained it to me once: the seaward face was the lighthouse as it actually functioned, aimed outward, doing its job. The lamp-room view was more beautiful, she said, but the seaward view was more true. I'd thought about that for longer than it probably warranted.

She declined the coffee with a gesture that meant she was already inside the work and would surface when she surfaced. Nadia and I went in.

The logbooks were exactly where they'd been since I arrived — three shelves of them, annual volumes going back to the early postwar years. Nadia ran her finger along the spines with an expression that would have been at home on someone browsing a very good used bookshop.

"Can I?" she said.

"Go ahead."

She pulled 1968 first, then 1989, then the current volume. She opened them at random intervals, reading with the quick lateral eye of a person accustomed to scanning data rather than reading narrative. She was quiet for a while. I made coffee and left her to it and looked out at the bay where her research vessel sat anchored and patient.

"What are you surveying?" I said, eventually.

"Benthic communities primarily — what's living on the seabed. But the baseline data I need to interpret what I'm finding now is almost always historical. Currents, water temperature, visibility trends." She was still reading, turning pages with care. "The official meteorological record for this sector has gaps. Lighthouse logs are often better — more frequent, more localized, kept by people who were motivated to be accurate because their job depended on the conditions."

"You've used lighthouse logs before."

"Three other postings." She looked up. "This is the longest continuous run I've seen from a single station. Most installations have gaps — changes of keeper, wartime disruption. But this—" She gestured at the shelves. "Almost nothing. Whoever kept these took the job seriously."

I thought about David's careful entries. Fog bank settled overnight. Gannets returned. "The one before me seems to have been thorough," I said.

"All of them, as far as I can see." She set the 1968 volume down and picked up 1944. "There are some interesting anomalies I'd want to follow up. Nothing alarming — variation in tidal notation that might be instrument error or might be real. The kind of thing that takes a few weeks to work through." She looked at me with the open curiosity again. "Would you be willing to let me work through them? Not remove anything — just read and transcribe."

This was a larger yes than the first one. I thought about it for two or three actual seconds this time and said yes anyway. I made a note to myself to ask Marcus whether this was allowed, at which point Marcus would presumably tell me he was travelling.

"There's one thing," I said. She looked up. "My most recent entries. Don't mind those."

"Private?"

"No — just not interesting yet. Operational notes about things I'm still working out."

She nodded and filed it without pressing, which told me something about her.

Clara came in at midday, paint on both forearms and a look of satisfaction that meant the morning had gone well. She made herself coffee without asking where things were — she'd learned the kitchen the same way she'd learned the lamp room, by paying attention — and leaned against the counter and looked at Nadia surrounded by logbooks.

"Any luck?" Clara said.

"Enormous luck," Nadia said, without looking up. "The 1962 tidal record is better than anything in the MetOffice archive for this sector." She turned a page. "Your lighthouse keeper may have single-handedly improved my confidence intervals."

"I'm standing right here," I said.

Nadia looked up. "Your predecessor's logbooks," she said, with a precision that was not unkind. "Yours will be useful in thirty years."

Clara caught my eye over Nadia's head and smiled the small smile that meant she found something quietly funny and wasn't going to make a thing of it.

We ate lunch — bread, cheese, something pickled from Ros's garden that she'd sent over with me on Friday without explanation. Clara talked about the seaward-face painting: the problem of rendering a white building against a white sky, the tonal range involved, the technical challenge of making a flat surface read as three-dimensional using nothing but light and the absence of it. Nadia listened and asked questions that were more technically precise than I'd have managed, and Clara answered them with visible pleasure, the way anyone answers when the person asking clearly has the capacity to understand the answer fully.

I watched the two of them and thought: they've met before. Not just today — there was an ease in the exchange that wasn't first-conversation ease, it was resumption ease. A shorthand in the way Clara answered that suggested a prior calibration.

"You two know each other," I said.

Clara glanced at Nadia. "We've overlapped here twice. The summer two years ago, and the one before."

"You were here the same weeks?"

"August and the tail of July," Nadia said. "My survey window. Clara's painting window. Small island." She returned to the logbook in front of her. "We had dinner twice with David. That was good."

"He was good," Clara said. Quietly, the way she said things she'd already settled into.

Neither of them said what I knew — that he'd left in November without saying goodbye, that Ros had her ideas but not her information. I didn't bring it up. Some threads ran underneath the conversation without needing to surface yet.

Nadia stayed until the late afternoon. She worked through four decades of logs with focused efficiency, her waterproof notebook filling with transcribed figures in small, even handwriting. At four o'clock she stacked the volumes she'd been using back in order and stood up and stretched with the completeness of someone who had been very still for a long time.

"Same time tomorrow?" she said.

"The cottage is open," I said.

"My colleague arrives Friday," she said. "After that I'll be on the vessel most of the day. But the evenings are usually mine." She picked up the mesh bag with the Secchi disk. "We should all have dinner. The three of us and Ros, if she's free." She said it practically, the way she'd ask for access to the logbooks — direct statement of a reasonable idea, no performance about it.

"Thursday is Ros's standing night," I said.

Nadia looked at Clara. "Thursday, then."

Clara had her hat on already, the painting bag over her shoulder. "Thursday," she said.

I walked them both to the path — Nadia heading for the jetty where her tender was tied up, Clara turning toward the seaward face to cover her canvas for the evening. Nadia raised a hand without turning back. Clara looked back once and gave me the look that was warmer than a wave and less complicated than a conversation.

I stood by the lighthouse door in the long August evening and watched Nadia's tender cross the small distance of calm water to her research vessel, the bow throwing a thin wake. She tied up, climbed aboard, and disappeared below without looking back either. The vessel sat in the bay doing nothing, which is what boats do when they're at anchor and everything is working correctly.

The lamp would cycle on in two hours. The logbook was on the table. I had the evening's check still ahead of me and then whatever sleep would come.

I thought about what I'd expected from this. The room above the kebab shop, the Wednesday night application, the idea that I was choosing solitude the way you choose a treatment — deliberately and without expecting to enjoy it.

What I had instead was a lamp to run, a logbook full of entries started by men who'd taken the job seriously, a woman who painted what was true rather than what was beautiful, a woman who'd left her kitchen light on until I reached the path, and a marine biologist in the bay who wanted to come back tomorrow for the logbooks.

I was not lonely in the way I'd expected. I was not lonely in very much the way I'd expected at all.


Chapter Two

The Thursday dinner had been good.

Ros had cooked fish, and the four of us had sat around her kitchen table until eleven with a bottle of something cold and the conversation running in four directions at once — Nadia asking Ros about the island's WWII infrastructure, Ros telling her about her grandfather's service with the precision of someone who'd told it before but still found it worth telling. Clara drawing something on a paper napkin to illustrate a composition problem she'd been working through. Me mostly listening, which was where I was most useful in that particular company.

At one point Ros had looked around the table with the satisfied expression of a person whose house was full in the way it was supposed to be full, and I'd caught Clara watching the same look, and we'd not said anything about it. We didn't need to.

Since Thursday, Nadia had been coming to the cottage in the afternoons. Her colleague had arrived on Friday and taken over the daily survey work, which freed Nadia to work through the logbooks in the systematic way her afternoon sessions hadn't allowed. She was building a spreadsheet on her laptop, transcribing tidal notation and visibility records decade by decade, cross-referencing against the meteorological archive she had on a hard drive. She worked with the focused silence of someone doing something they were specifically trained to do, and after the first afternoon I'd stopped making conversation and just let her work, which she seemed to prefer.

It was easy, having her there. Different from Clara's easiness, which had a warmth to it, and different from Ros's, which had a weight of context. Nadia's company was clean — two people in a room, each doing something, the working quiet between them uncomplicated.

Tuesday evening she stayed later than usual.

I'd done the lamp check at nine and come back down to find her still at the table, the laptop open, the logbooks stacked in two columns by year. She'd made tea at some point without asking where the things were, which meant she'd found them herself. I made a second mug and sat in the other chair and read, and the cottage held the comfortable silence of a room that two people have been in long enough to have stopped performing each other's company.

Outside, the lamp beam turned its slow circle. The window showed the bay — Nadia's research vessel at anchor, a light on in the wheelhouse where her colleague was presumably still working. The August night was clear and the water showed the stars.

"Your predecessor," Nadia said, without looking up from the screen. "1987 entries. He was logging a recurring rotation hesitation. Twice in June, once in July, then a gap, then three times in August." She turned the laptop so I could see the spreadsheet. "Look at the interval."

I looked. She'd highlighted the entries in yellow: a column of dates, a column of logged events, a column she'd headed interval (hrs) which she'd been calculating herself from the timestamps. The numbers weren't identical but they were in a range — between sixty and eighty hours between occurrences, with one gap of nearly double that.

"That's not random," I said.

"No." She turned the laptop back. "It's a cycle. Something in the mechanism that accumulates a fault and releases it. Whatever was done in 1987 — and I'm assuming from what you've told me that something was done and documented and then the documentation was removed — it didn't fix the root cause. It managed the symptom." She paused. "Your recent entry. The one you told me not to mind. When was that?"

She'd found it. Of course she had — she'd been through every logbook in the cottage. "The Thursday after I arrived," I said.

She pulled up a calendar on her phone and counted back. Then she looked at the highlighted entries on her spreadsheet, the intervals. I watched her do the arithmetic.

"You may have another occurrence in the next few days," she said. "Based on the 1987 pattern." She said it the way she said everything — as a data point, not a prophecy. "I'd watch the rotation carefully."

I wrote watch rotation in my own notebook in letters large enough to see from across the table, and she looked at it and nodded once with the satisfaction of someone whose suggestion had been received correctly.

I was about to say something else when we both heard it: the scrape of the cottage door opening, the one that stuck until you put a shoulder into it.

Clara appeared in the doorway with a head torch pushed up on her hat, a canvas bag, and the look of someone who was mildly surprised to see two people rather than one and adjusting accordingly.

"The door was unlocked," she said.

"It's always unlocked," I said. "The lock doesn't work."

"David said the same thing." She came in and looked at Nadia at the table, the logbooks, the laptop. "Late session."

"Interval analysis," Nadia said. "I'll explain later." She glanced up. "You're painting at night?"

"I've done it before. The lamp room glass at midnight looks nothing like the lamp room glass at dusk. I've been meaning to come back for it." Clara set the bag down and pushed the head torch off her hat entirely, pocketing it. She looked at me. "I didn't know you'd have company."

"I didn't know either," I said.

Something passed across her face — not displeasure, just a small recalibration. She looked at Nadia, then back at me, and I saw her register something and decide what to do with it.

"How long has this been going on?" she said. The tone was dry — the specific dry of someone making a joke that is also a question.

"The logbook work?" I said. "About a week."

"Yes," Clara said. "The logbook work."

Nadia looked up from her laptop. She looked at Clara, then at me, with the attention of someone performing a rapid contextual analysis. She was quiet for a moment.

"I'm going to make an assumption," Nadia said, "and you can tell me if I'm wrong." She folded her hands on the table. "John and I are not — we're working. That's all that's happened here." She paused. "Although I'll note that I'd been thinking about whether that was likely to remain the case."

I opened my mouth and closed it again. It was the most precise possible statement of where things stood and where they might be going, delivered without embarrassment or agenda, and I had no equivalent available.

Clara looked at her for a moment. Then she said, with a small smile: "I appreciate the transparency."

"I find it saves time," Nadia said.

"John and I," Clara said, looking at me with the expression she used when she was deciding how much to say. "We're not — I haven't made any claims. That's not how I wanted this to be." She paused. "I was aware there was Ros."

"How aware?"

"I had dinner with her Thursday. It's not difficult to observe." She pulled out the other chair and sat down. "I'm not asking for anything different. I'm just — being clear about what I know."

I'd been waiting for the other shoe and it hadn't dropped. The room was the same temperature it had been thirty seconds ago. Both of them were looking at me with expressions that were different in character but similar in what they required: honesty, not performance.

"I don't know what I'm doing," I said. "I mean that specifically. I'm not — I haven't planned any of this. I arrived here two weeks ago with two bags and a contract I barely read, and the island has been considerably more generative than I anticipated." I looked at Clara. "Whatever this is with us, it matters to me. It's not provisional." I looked at Nadia. "And you're right that I've been aware of what might be changing."

A beat.

"That was honest," Nadia said. "And slightly clumsy."

"Yes," I said.

"It works," Clara said. She looked at Nadia. "Do you want to come and see the lamp room? I was going to paint the glass at midnight."

"Yes," Nadia said, and closed the laptop.

The lamp room at midnight was different. Clara had been right about that. The beam was full-strength at this hour, the prisms doing their work, and the light that came through the lamp room windows wasn't the amber of dusk but something colder and more absolute — white where it landed, the sea beyond carrying it further than the eye could track. The beam rotated and the room rotated with it: the shadows swinging, the prisms catching and releasing the light in a sequence that felt deliberate rather than mechanical.

Nadia stood at the window looking out at the bay. Her research vessel was a dark shape below, the wheelhouse light still on. She watched it with the expression she used for data — patient, receptive.

Clara had taken out a small sketchbook and was blocking shapes in graphite, not painting yet, reading the scene. She worked fast and quiet.

I stood with them both and watched the beam go around. It felt, in a way I didn't have language for, like a room I was supposed to be in. Not mine, exactly — David's name was in the logbook as often as mine was; the room predated all of us by a century. But the responsibility had been handed to me and I'd taken it, and the lamp was running, and these two people were here because the island was the kind of place that brought specific people to it for their own reasons.

Clara looked up from her sketchbook at Nadia. "What do you think?"

"I think it's strange that people built something this beautiful primarily to stop ships from dying," Nadia said.

"That's what all the best things are," Clara said.

I looked at them both in the rotating light and felt something settle. Not resolve — there were things unresolved and would remain so for some time. But settle, the way a ship settles when it's properly anchored.

"We should go back down," I said, "if we're going."

They both looked at me. The beam came around.

"Definitely," Clara said, giving me a sly wink.

What happened in the keeper's cottage wasn't planned and didn't need to be.

Clara's jacket came off in the doorway, Nadia's at the foot of the stairs, and I was the one who stopped on the landing and said "are we doing this" and they both answered simultaneously — Clara with yes and Nadia with obviously — and the obviousness of it was the right note, the exact right note, because it was true and it was adult and nobody was pretending it was anything other than what it was.

In the bedroom the lamp beam came through the window at its twelve-second interval, throwing a bar of light across the bed and then releasing it, and the room was dark and bright in its slow rhythm and nobody mentioned it because it was just the lighthouse doing its job.

Clara I knew. The way she moved, what she liked, where she wanted hands and where she wanted mouth, when she wanted faster and when she'd tell me to slow down. I knew her and she knew she was known, and there was an ease in that that was its own kind of heat.

Nadia was new. I had my hands on her for the first time and she was watching me do it with the same attention she gave to everything — present, processing, direct about what she wanted and where. She took my hand and moved it and said "there, keep going" and I kept going and felt her breath change under my ear. She was quieter than Clara when she came, a held sound more than a released one, her fingers tight on my shoulder.

Clara had her hand on Nadia's hip and was watching my face while I worked, and there was something in that — being seen, being watched by someone who knew me and chose to be here — that was different from anything I'd had before. Not better or worse than anything. Different. Its own category.

Afterward we lay in a close arrangement that was part practical and part deliberate, the lamp beam visiting the ceiling every twelve seconds, the cottage quiet except for breathing and the sound of the sea.

"I need to be back on the vessel by six," Nadia said.

"I'm up before six," I said.

"Good."

Clara was already mostly asleep, which she did quickly and without transition, the way she moved into and out of the work. I lay in the dark with the lamp going around and felt, not for the first time on this island, that something was happening that I hadn't had a word for until it was already underway.

It was Nadia who heard it first.

She'd been awake — I'd assumed she was asleep but she'd been lying quiet the way she lay when she was thinking — and she sat up slightly and said "there."

I heard it then. The hesitation. The fractional stutter in the rotation, there and gone.

"How long?" she said.

"Twelve seconds, give or take."

We waited. It came again — eleven seconds, the same hiccup, briefer than the last one.

"Note the time," she said.

I reached for the logbook on the bedside table and wrote the time and the observation. Clara slept through both of us doing this, which was a complete sentence about her relationship with the lamp.

"Frequency pattern," Nadia said. "Same as the 1987 record. It's not getting worse — it's cycling. Which means it's manageable until it isn't." She lay back down. "We need the 1987 amendment."

"Ros is still waiting for Marcus to return her call."

"Then someone should stop waiting for Marcus and find the amendment a different way." She said it as a straightforward operational observation, which it was. "There'll be a maintenance record somewhere. Paper filing, an archive. These installations are run by a statutory authority — there's a paper trail for everything." She paused. "I can help look, if you want."

"I want," I said.

She was asleep in ten minutes. I lay awake a little longer, watching the beam come and go through the window, steady and even except for those two hiccups that only the two of us had heard.

I wrote one more line in the logbook: Second observer confirms rotation hesitation. Pattern consistent with 1987 record. Archive search for maintenance documentation to be initiated.


Chapter Three

Nadia found the 1987 records on a Wednesday morning.

She'd been working through the statutory authority's public archive for four days — an online database that was comprehensive in theory and catastrophically organised in practice, its filing logic appearing to follow a system that made sense to whoever had designed it in 1994 and to no one since. She'd approached it the way she approached everything: methodically, without complaint, building a map of where things weren't until the shape of where they were became apparent.

What she found wasn't the amended procedure Marcus had removed from the cottage binder. It was better: the original contractor report from September 1987, a three-page document filed under the installation's reference number rather than the maintenance category, which was why no one had found it by searching logically. The report described the fault in full — a fatigue crack in the drive collar's mounting bracket, causing periodic binding in the rotation mechanism. The 1987 contractor had treated the symptom with a reinforcing plate rather than replacing the bracket, noting in the recommendations section: Full bracket replacement advised at next scheduled maintenance cycle. Patch repair suitable for short-term operation only.

No record of a subsequent bracket replacement anywhere in the archive.

Nadia read the report once, then photographed every page and emailed it to me, to herself, and to Ros. Then she came over to the cottage and said "sit down" in the tone of someone delivering a diagnosis.

We were still going through the implications — which were, in summary, that the lighthouse had been operating with a known unfixed structural fault for thirty-six years, that every keeper since 1987 had been managing an undocumented risk, and that Marcus had removed the procedure document that might have told them so — when my phone rang.

The name on the screen said M. Hale.

"Don't answer it yet," Nadia said.

I looked at her.

"Text Ros first. Tell her Marcus is calling. Then answer."

I texted Ros. Marcus calling now. Her reply came in four seconds: Don't volunteer anything. Let him lead. I'll be over in ten minutes. I answered the phone.

"Mills." Marcus's voice had the same affable quality it always had, the warmth that sat slightly above the actual temperature of the conversation. "Hope I'm not interrupting. Just a quick one — I'm going to be coming out to the island on Friday for a routine inspection. Nothing to worry about, just a standard check-in. Part of the annual cycle."

"Friday," I said. "That's fine."

"Brilliant. Just the standard stuff — logbook review, lamp operational status, maintenance records. Should be in and out, won't take long." A beat, too short to be significant and just long enough to be. "How's the lamp been running?"

"Smoothly," I said. "All logged."

"Good, good. Anything I should know about before I get there?"

"It's all in the logbook," I said. "I'll have everything ready for you."

"Excellent." Another beat. "And you've been settling in all right? No issues?"

"No issues," I said.

"Great. See you Friday." He rang off.

I put the phone down on the table. Nadia was looking at me with an expression that was several things at once.

"He asked about the lamp," she said.

"Yes."

"He knows something."

"He knew something before he called. He removed that document years ago — he's known about the fault since at least 1991. The question is whether he knows we know." I picked up the phone again. "Ros said ten minutes."

Ros arrived in eight, in her work jacket, and sat down at the table and looked at Nadia's printed copy of the contractor report with the expression she used when she was reading a document she'd expected to exist but hadn't seen before.

"This is the original," she said.

"1987," Nadia said. "The bracket was never replaced. The patch is what's been running ever since."

Ros read the recommendations section. She set the report down and looked at the ceiling briefly. "Marcus was keeper here in 1989 and 1990. He would have known about this. When he went administrative and took over the maintenance budget—" She didn't finish the sentence. She didn't need to.

"The bracket replacement would have come out of his budget," I said.

"A proper job, yes. The contractor's estimate is in the appendix — look at page three." Nadia indicated it. "Not a small number in 1987 money. Considerably larger now."

Ros looked at page three. Her mouth did something that wasn't quite a smile. "Right," she said. "Let's talk about Friday."

The coaching took an hour. Ros had dealt with Marcus in various capacities for twenty years and she knew his method: the inspection was not really an inspection. It was a reconnaissance. He was looking for something he could log as keeper error or procedure deviation — anything that would give him a documented basis to question the current keeper's competence and, in the event of a formal finding against the installation, deflect the maintenance liability question by pointing at personnel instead.

"He's done this before," I said.

"The keeper before David had a log entry that Marcus cited in a maintenance dispute — a missed radio check, one of them, logged honestly. Marcus used it to suggest a pattern of negligence. The keeper was agency staff and didn't fight it." She looked at me. "You are not agency staff."

"I barely know what my employment status is."

"I do. You're a direct appointment under the statutory authority, Category B. You have tenure protections he can't override without a formal finding from the authority itself, not just his own assessment." She paused. "Which means the logbook has to be clean. Not defensively clean — genuinely, accurately clean. He'll be looking for omissions, inconsistencies, gaps."

"The lamp flicker entries," I said.

"Are correct to log. Keeping accurate records of observed anomalies is exactly what a competent keeper does. The problem would be if you'd noticed the flicker and not logged it." She looked at Nadia. "The contractor report is your protection. If he tries to frame the flicker as new damage, the 1987 record shows it predates your appointment by three decades."

"Do I hand him the report?"

"You don't hand him anything proactively," Ros said. "You answer what he asks. You show him the logbook. You let him get to the lamp room and conduct his inspection. If he raises the flicker, you tell him it's a known issue and that you've been researching the maintenance history." She looked at me. "Then you show him the report."

Nadia was quiet for a moment. "He may not raise it at all," she said. "If he knows what the report shows, he may prefer not to open that door."

"Then we don't open it for him," Ros said. "But we have it."

Marcus arrived on the Friday ferry at eleven-thirty with a tablet under his arm and a hi-vis vest he put on at the jetty and took off again before he reached the cottage, which told me his idea of an inspection involved more performance than process. He was as affable in person as he'd been on the phone — handshake, good to see you, you've been settling in well by the sound of it — and his eyes were moving around the cottage while he said it, taking inventory.

I'd laid out the logbook on the table, open to the current week. The maintenance manual was on the shelf in its correct position. The toolkit was in the outbuilding where it was supposed to be. The lamp was operational, the radio was charged, the station identifier was on the inside cover of the logbook in large underlined letters put there by David and still, correctly, there.

"Everything looks in order," Marcus said, in the tone of a man who had expected to find something that wasn't.

"The logbook's there if you want to go through it," I said.

He went through it. I watched him read from the beginning — arrival entries, radio checks, the first maintenance cycle, the vessel contact with MV Thornwick. His expression was professionally neutral. He reached the lamp flicker entries. He read both of them. He read Nadia's co-observer note on the second one.

"Second observer," he said. "Who's the marine biologist?"

"Dr. Nadia Osei. She's doing benthic survey work from a research vessel in the bay. She's been using the historical logbooks as baseline data for her tidal analysis."

"She's been accessing the logbooks."

"I authorised it," I said. "If that requires formal sign-off I'll note it in the log."

A beat. He looked at the entry again. "The rotation hesitation," he said. "How many occurrences?"

"Two logged. Both brief. The lamp remained operational throughout. I've been monitoring the mechanism and it's running to spec on manual inspection."

"The mechanism." He set the logbook down. "You've read the maintenance manual."

"Cover to cover," I said. "Twice."

He looked at me. He was trying to find the gap, the admission, the thing that was slightly off. I looked back at him and thought about Ros's voice the previous evening: He needs to find something. If there's nothing to find, he'll leave.

"I'd like to see the lamp room," he said.

We went up. I led the way, which meant he couldn't read my face on the stairs, which was deliberate. In the lamp room he walked the perimeter, checked the motor housing, looked at the drive collar, consulted his tablet. He spent longer at the drive collar than anywhere else. His hand went near the rotation mechanism and then didn't touch it.

He checked the right-side cabinet — the radio, the charging cable, the instruction card. He checked the logbook shelf. He looked at the lamp itself for a long time, the prisms quiet in the midday light, nothing showing wrong.

"The rotation hesitation," he said again. He was still looking at the lamp. "In your assessment — new development, or something pre-existing?"

I looked at him. I thought about Nadia photographing the contractor report and emailing it to three addresses. I thought about Ros saying if he raises the flicker, tell him it's a known issue.

"Pre-existing," I said. "The 1987 maintenance records show a bracket repair that was documented as a temporary patch pending full replacement. The rotation hesitation is consistent with ongoing bracket fatigue." I paused. "I've been unable to locate the updated procedure that should be in the maintenance binder. Do you know where I could find it?"

A long silence.

Marcus turned from the lamp mechanism and looked at me. His expression had gone somewhere more careful.

"I'd need to check the archive," he said.

"Dr. Osei found the original contractor report in the statutory authority archive," I said. "She can send you the reference number if that's useful."

He looked at me for another moment, doing something behind his eyes that I couldn't fully see, and then the affability came back — slightly different in character now, the warmth thinner over something that wasn't warm.

"Good recordkeeping," he said. "That's what I like to see."

He was at the ferry by two. Ros met me at the cottage door after I watched the boat turn in the harbor mouth.

"Well?" she said.

"He left without a finding." I looked at the harbor. "He said a formal review of the installation might be coming up."

Ros made a sound that meant she had expected this. "He's going to try to do it through official channels now that he can't do it informally. A formal review means the statutory authority sends their own inspector — and that inspector will want to see the maintenance record and explain the gap." She paused. "Which is worse for Marcus, not better."

"He may not have worked that out yet."

"He'll work it out," she said. "That's when things will get interesting."

I looked at the empty stretch of water where the ferry had been, then back at the cottage with its lamp room above it and its logbooks inside and its forty-year catalogue of men doing the same daily work I was doing now.

Nadia had found the contractor report. Ros had walked me through exactly how to hold the line. Clara — I thought of Clara, who'd had nothing to do with any of this and had been painting the seaward face this morning as she did every morning, doing her own work in the way she always did — Clara had been here when the flicker first became a shared observation rather than a private one. She'd been in the lamp room.

They'd all been there, in some form, for all of it.

I went inside and wrote the inspection in the logbook. Every word factual, every word chosen. Inspector departed 1347. No finding recorded. Verbal indication of possible formal review to follow. Maintenance documentation discussion: 1987 contractor report located (see archive ref. forwarded by Dr. Osei). Updated procedure location remains unknown.

I signed it, dated it, and closed the book.


Chapter Four

The island had a different quality after the inspection.

Not quieter, exactly — the August weather had turned briefly unsettled, a two-day blow that kept the ferry in harbor and gave the island a charged, contained feeling, everyone closer to home than usual. But there was something underneath the weather too. Marcus leaving without a finding had not resolved anything. If Ros was right — and she usually was — the formal review would come, and when it did the bracket fault would need to be the statutory authority's problem to fix rather than a liability question anyone could point back at the keeper. We'd held the line. Holding the line was not the same as winning.

Nadia had been working flat-out since the inspection, building the evidential record — timestamps, cross-referenced log entries, the contractor report with its unanswered recommendation. Her vessel was moving soon; her colleague had a schedule that didn't bend. She was methodical and efficient about the work and equally methodical about everything else, and in the evenings she came to the cottage and we were easy together in the specific way of people who've chosen each other with their eyes open and haven't been surprised by the result.

Clara had four days left.

She hadn't said it that way — she wasn't a person who counted down. But August was ending and she had a classroom to get back to, a mainland life that had been on hold for two weeks in the way she held it every year, deliberately, with intention. She was finishing paintings. I'd seen her from the lamp room in the early mornings, working the seaward face in the flat light before the sun came round, and again in the evenings when the light was doing what she'd come to catch. She was closing out the summer's work with the same focused care she'd brought to opening it.

On Tuesday I knocked on her door and asked if she wanted to spend the day.

She had six finished canvases leaning against the wall of her cottage when I arrived, turned outward for me to look at. She stood to one side with her coffee and didn't direct my attention or offer explanations, which I understood after a moment to be the correct way to look at paintings — she wasn't asking for commentary, she was letting me see.

The dusk lamp room was the one from the first evening — the amber I'd noticed before I'd known anything about what caused it, the prisms holding light that by rights should have moved on. She'd deepened it in the weeks since; there was a version on an earlier canvas that was technically accomplished and a version here that was actually true, the difference between rendering something correctly and understanding it. I stood in front of the true version for a long time.

"This is the one you were working on that first day," I said.

"The fifth version." She came to stand beside me. "The first four were wrong in different ways. The fifth one I understood what I was trying to do."

"What were you trying to do?"

She looked at it. "The light doesn't go anywhere," she said. "It stays in the glass. That's what the lighthouse does — it holds the light long enough to make it useful. I kept painting it like it was moving and it isn't. It's held." She tilted her head slightly. "Once I understood that, it was straightforward."

I looked at the seaward face next — three versions, the progression visible. The early ones were technically fine and somehow exterior to their subject. The last one had a quality I didn't have a critical vocabulary for: something about the angle, the way the lighthouse aimed itself outward over nothing, the tower not as an object to be looked at but as something in the act of doing what it was built to do.

"That one's for you," she said, nodding at the smallest of the three seaward-face paintings. "If you want it."

It was the dusk version, the tower in warm late light, the sea beyond it going darker. The lamp room glass caught the same amber as the first painting. She'd found the same held light from a different angle.

"I want it," I said.

She set it aside from the others without ceremony and then kissed me.

I'd suggested showing her the lamp room properly, and by properly I meant: as keeper, not as visitor. I'd been in it enough times now that the stairwell had stopped feeling narrow and the iron door no longer required putting a shoulder into. I knew which step had the worn edge, where the handrail went cold even on warm days, the exact point in the climb where the lamp mechanism sound first became audible — a low, patient hum on the operating cycle, different from the descent at dawn.

Clara climbed the stairs the way she did everything physical: unhurried and completely at ease, no performance of effort. She'd been up before, but when we came into the lamp room she looked at it the way she looked at all things she'd looked at many times before — freshly, as if the accumulated context made it more visible rather than less.

"Tell me how it works," she said.

So I told her. The dioptric lens and the prism rings. The motor-driven rotation and the clockwork backup. The drive collar, the bracket fatigue, the 1987 report and what it meant. The maintenance cycle I now ran from memory, the fourteen steps I'd done enough times that my hands knew them before the manual got there. The logbook entries going back to 1953, the keepers before me, David's careful handwriting and his annotation style and the note he'd left for the person who came after him.

She listened the way she'd listened to everything since that first evening — with real attention, not polite attention. She asked two questions. They were both good questions.

When I finished she stood at the window looking out at the seaward face below us — the face she'd been painting all summer — and I stood beside her and we looked at the same thing from above for the first time.

"You know it now," she said.

"Yes."

"How does that feel?"

I thought about it. "Like belonging to something," I said. "Not a place — something more like a responsibility. I'm responsible for a light that ships use. Ships I'll never see, going to places I've never been, and the fact that this lamp is on and running is the difference between them finding the hazard or not." I looked at the beam as it made its circuit over the water. "I arrived here thinking I was hiding. Turns out the job doesn't let you hide. It faces outward."

She was quiet for a moment. Then: "That's the seaward face."

"Yes," I said.

She looked at me and there was something in it that had moved further than anything I had a word for — not love exactly, because love implied claims and she'd been clear about claims from the beginning, but something adjacent that had its own weight. She put her hand on my arm and I put mine over hers and we stood like that for a while with the beam going around and the August sun on the water and her leaving on Thursday and neither of us saying anything about it.

We ate lunch at the cottage — bread and the last of Ros's pickled things, which had been appearing on my counter at irregular intervals like a form of communication that didn't require words. Clara sat in the chair she'd sat in the first morning she'd come back, the day of the maintenance manual, and I sat across from her and we talked about her teaching — what the autumn term would hold, the year group she was taking on, a student she'd been watching for two years who was starting to find something in the work.

She talked about it with the same quality she brought to the painting: direct and specific and without false modesty. She was good at her job. The job mattered to her. The island was part of what made the job sustainable — two weeks that were entirely her own, the reset that sent her back to the mainland with something renewed.

"This summer was different," she said.

"I know."

"I'm not sure what to do with that." She said it honestly, not as a complaint. "I came here alone and that's — it's still what I did. But it's different. You're here now."

"What does that mean for next August?"

She looked at me steadily. "I don't know yet." A pause. "I know I'll be back. That hasn't changed." Another pause. "Whether it's the same thing or a different thing — I need the winter to know."

"That's fair," I said.

"You're not going to ask me to stay."

"No."

"Good." She said it quietly, and I heard the cost in it for her too — it wasn't only mine to carry. "Good."

The afternoon was long and warm and we didn't leave the cottage.

What happened between us that afternoon was different from the first time in the way she'd said things would be different: less velocity, more weight. She undressed slowly and let me look, which she hadn't done in the same way before — not shyness, just the difference between discovering and being known. I knew her now. I knew the stretch of her back, the hollow of her throat, the specific catch in her breathing that meant she was where she wanted to be and going deeper.

She pulled me down onto the bed and we lay for a while just close, my mouth at her temple and her hand tracing something along my shoulder that wasn't quite a pattern and wasn't quite random, and then we started moving together in the unhurried way of people with nowhere to be.

I took my time with her. I knew what she liked and I gave her all of it, slowly — my mouth at her throat and collarbone and working down while she made the sounds that weren't directed at me but weren't private either, just present, just hers. When I came back up she said "I've been thinking about this for days" in a tone that made it clear she'd been thinking about it precisely and I felt that in my chest and everywhere else simultaneously.

She guided me in and we moved together in a long slow rhythm, her legs wrapped around me, her face tipped up, her eyes open and watching mine in the way she had that first morning in the lamp room — present, direct, not performing anything. When she came it was with her forehead against mine and both of us breathing the same air and my name said once, quietly, like something confirmed.

Afterward she lay with her head on my chest and I looked at the ceiling and felt something I'd felt before on this island — the particular quality of the present when it's good enough that the future is irrelevant.

"Thursday," she said.

"Thursday," I said.

Neither of us said anything else.

Thursday morning she had two bags, her canvases wrapped in cardboard and brown tape, the easel broken down under her arm. I walked her to the jetty without taking anything from her — she carried her own things, always — and the ferry was already tied up at the harbor with its usual manifest of water and flat-pack.

We said goodbye the way we'd been with each other all summer: without excess. She held my face in both hands for a moment and looked at me in the way she looked at the lighthouse — reading it, confirming something — and then she went up the gangway.

I walked back up to the lighthouse and climbed the ninety-one steps to the lamp room. I stood at the seaward window and watched the ferry back out and turn and make its unhurried way toward the mainland.

The small watercolour was on the table downstairs. The seaward face at dusk, the lighthouse aimed at nothing, the held light in the lamp room glass.

She hadn't said she'd come back.

She hadn't said she wouldn't.

I watched the ferry until it was gone. The lamp beam turned beside me, doing its job, facing outward over the water in the direction she'd gone.
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