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Saturday, 20 October 1962

WHEN I ARRIVE at Port Mary Harbour, there are already men in the fishing boats. Their oilskin aprons creak as they winch in ropes and haul rusted cages, seawater rolling down their arms. Nudging one another, they fall silent as I walk along the pier. I raise my head, keeping my eyes on Colin’s boat. He’s sitting on the stern, drinking from the cup of a plastic thermos, the radio tuned to a drama. As I approach, he leans into the wheelhouse and clicks the dial to the BBC World Service for the news.

‘Is that you ready, then?’ he says, looking me over.

I’m wearing a dirty fleece and holding a margarine tub containing two jam sandwiches, likely not what he imagined of a professional diver. ‘Yes, I’m all ready.’

‘Thought there’d be more’ – he gestures – ‘bits.’

‘All my bits are already here.’ I point to the wheelhouse, where my equipment was locked overnight. My tone is sharp and I try to offset it with a smile.

‘Aye, fair enough.’ He tips his head. ‘Come on, then.’

Colin starts the motor and as we pull through the harbour, the fishermen stop working to watch us – lines go slack, ropes slop into the water. I check that the batteries are in the camera, the pressure gauge is set, the seals around the mouthpiece are intact, my torch is working. When I turn to look over my shoulder, the eyes of the men are still on us. A young man in a green pullover lifts his cigarette butt overhead, like a javelin, and tosses it in our direction. Behind us, Port Mary’s coastal street stretches into view – a row of cream pebbledash houses, two splintered benches, the boarded-up windows of the old pleasure pavilion. The roof of the Grand Hotel looks shabbier from this distance; the whole island seems improbably exposed, a scribble on slate. Colin’s boat knocks through the waves, and as Cairnroch Island grows smaller, my heart starts jittering. It’s my first dive down to survey the shipwreck and I have to get it right. This is my chance to do something right.

After nearly an hour Colin must feel me looking at him, and he slows the engine, checks the map, the compass. ‘Here.’

I’m looking down at my own map and compass. He’s further away than I’d like, but I nod. Colin looks deliberately away while I shrug off my fleece. I check the camera again, the pressure gauge, the fit of my regulator, the torch. Heaving on my air tank, I’m gripped by sudden paranoia. Alex mixed my tank up for me before I left Edinburgh. I check the taste now through my regulator – he wouldn’t – no, it just tastes normal, like rubber. Surely even Alex doesn’t hate me that much. Sitting on the gunwale, I squeeze into the flippers, attach my belt. Oily water from the motor splatters over my knees as Colin lobs the anchor overboard.

‘Do you feel confident with the signals we discussed yesterday?’ I ask.

‘Aye,’ he says.

I wait a moment, but he doesn’t offer more detail. Realistically, Colin’s not going to be able to do anything if I have a problem while I’m down there, anyway. It’s forty miles and an unreliable ferry between me and anyone qualified to help me if my equipment fails. Diving alone is against every code of honour in the trade, but clearly my safety isn’t Alex’s priority right now.

‘I’ll see you in about half an hour,’ I say, giving Colin a thumbs up which, even while I’m doing it, makes me feel foolish. He nods at me. I strap on my mask, click my neck, breathe out and push myself back, over and down into the water.

It’s even colder than I’d expected, a blow that knits my muscles together. Pushing all my strength into kick kick kick, I swim down down, concentrating only on moving. My heart is racing from the slap of cold. As I reach ten feet, I paddle in place, circling my arms, waiting for my heart and breathing to settle. I unfold the waterproof map, check the compass again. I was right, Colin was off – stupid of me to waste time and air. The pain of the cold pulls back, replaced by a fizzing in my limbs. My breath is loud and regular in the mask, and I have a strange urge to do a somersault. I’d forgotten how much I missed this. Kelp towers above me, collared with fluffy crimson algae. I weave through the boughs, the wet lick of the fronds against my legs, slim fish flashing tin in the bubbles. Kicking through a patch of seaweed disturbs a cloud of trembling jellyfish the size of buttons, and they shimmer alongside me as I swim north-east, following the dip of the seafloor.

The seabed drops abruptly to a plateau. I’m down on the shelf now; it’s darker here, sheltered by the kelp forests to either side. I descend four more feet, into the shadowy water near the seabed. A flickering, gloaming light filters through the kelp. I switch on my torch. And there she is.

HMS Deliverance.

None of the scoping material did her justice. The Arctic waters where the ship was found have preserved her like she was stoppered in a bottle. The greenheart wood planks are intact; the name plaque on the stern is barely tarnished. My skin is tingling. I knot the end of the guideline to the clip of the inflatable buoy, then put my mouthpiece to the balloon, tie it and let it float to the surface. Hopefully, Colin is watching and will bring the boat around. I try not to imagine what will happen if I surface and he has just sailed away.

The camera is weightless in my hands and I steady it to take the first photograph. The flash lights up the name plaque, the fresh lichen the ship has collected since being towed to Scottish waters. Swimming towards the aft deck, I take more photos – the dents in what I can see of the retractable rudder, the ice scarring on the greenheart, the clamps along the gunwale from the towing gear. The main hatch is already open, a small mercy for my purposes, and my torchlight shines back on a wooden ladder, paint worn in the centre of each rung where the crew’s footsteps buffed it away. I pull myself down through the hatch and into the ship.

The first dive into a ship is an otherworldly experience. It’s travelling into a moment that has been paused in time. When Jenine and I were young, we used to play a game where we peeked through other people’s windows and made up stories about their lives. It was a winter game, best played after the brooding Glasgow sunset, when strangers’ front rooms would be lit up by the fire, tea kettles whistling from back kitchens. The boards of HMS Deliverance are lacy with algae, and I trace my fingers over knots in the wood. It gives me the same kind of thrill I felt back then, as the unseen observer of someone else’s world. Like I have become both invisible and all-powerful. Being the first diver to visit the ship after her relocation means that I’m exploring a place almost nobody has been in for over a hundred years, since she sank. I have her all to myself.

Inside the passage, the lips of water beyond my torchlight are coal black, stippled with freckles of sediment. Slowly, I ease myself along the narrow corridor that leads to the crew quarters. The cabins along the right-hand side are frozen in Victorian grandeur. They look exactly as they must have in 1849 when the boat last left Port Mary harbour: wooden panelling, narrow bunks built into the walls. I expected there would be breakage from when the ship was towed back here, but she was made for movement: furniture nailed to the walls, drafting pens fixed to writing desks. I take photographs of the crew quarters, the flash glinting on shaving mirrors shrouded in webs of algae. I’ve never seen a site like this before – it seems almost staged in its completeness, like a doll’s house. Through the silt I spot an ivory-handled clothes brush and a tin spectacle case tucked into the rail of the first officer’s bunk. Lord and Lady Purdie will have their pick of trophies for their museum. After taking pictures in the next three rooms, I kick gently down to the far end of the starboard side. A copper-coloured pollock has slipped in from the kelp on the seabed and darts in startled zigzags as I approach the reason for my trip to Cairnroch Island: Captain Purdie’s bunk.

The door is sticking to the floorboards, and I deliberate for a moment before sliding my knife through the algae and dragging it open, a fog of silt seeping into the water. I float against the ceiling of the passage until it’s settled enough for me to see my own hands again, and pull myself through into the room. The skeletal remains of Captain James Purdie appear in the frame of torchlight. Curled on the bottom bunk, his knees are drawn to his chest, wisps of hair drifting softly around his skull. His skeleton is well preserved, his bones dappled with gooey-looking sediment. Nestled under the remains of Purdie’s hands is a chunky golden ring – unusual for a Calvinist of this era, but perhaps it was a guild gift. I have to focus at close range to take a photograph, illuminating the faint outline of a barque engraved on the bezel. The Purdies will lose their minds over the ring – there couldn’t be a more perfect museum showpiece. Through the speckles of silt I peer through the doors of a glass-fronted cabinet which contains a pair of bone snow goggles, a horn comb and a toothbrush, the bristles still intact. There is no porthole, but dents in the wall mark where nails must once have held up maps or schedules, maybe photographs from home, and slotted into a niche in the wall is a small gilt mirror. On the table next to Captain Purdie’s bunk is what looks like a copper coin, a fringe of glutinous seaweed smothering it to the surface of the wood. The discovery report recorded that the top drawer of the desk contains the provisioner’s ledger and the captain’s expedition journal, but the Danish team who found the ship were pessimistic about the likelihood of the books surviving the tow. The drawer has become gummed with seaweed, and I carefully drag my penknife through the fronds, praying I haven’t accidentally cut the material. When I prise open the drawer, the two leatherbound books inside seem to have held up much better than anticipated. Gingerly, I open the books and take photos at random to send back to Sophie, the textual expert at the museum in Edinburgh, for review. The captain’s diary contains preruled boxes for recording the latitude and longitude, as well as wind speeds and temperature. But I can’t make out the writing – visibility is too poor, and deciphering handwriting isn’t my strong suit in any case.

Swimming away from Captain Purdie’s remains, I squeeze through the passageway into the galley kitchen, where two metal spoons still hang from pegs on the wall. There is a horn cup engraved with Captain Purdie’s initials attached by a snap hook above the grate. It must have been his personal drinking vessel. I haven’t seen this type of fixture before; it’s a clever little grooved latch to stop items from falling during bad weather, and I take a couple of extra photographs. The pantry is stacked with corroding tins and stoneware jugs nailed into position with wooden dowels. It’s odd the crew would have left this many tins here before abandoning the ship, but I suppose they must have taken the dried pemmican with them. Maybe one day their remains will also be discovered. I wonder if Lord and Lady Purdie will pay for their repatriation, too, or if their generosity only stretches to their ancestors.

My regulator glitches; it hiccups with a start and I brace myself in the corner of the room. Don’t panic, I say to myself, release the valve, and it cocks back again. For a moment, I give myself permission to miss Alex, knowing that we could always rely on each other during a dive, if not above water. On the other side of the kitchen is the saloon, the only space on the ship large enough for group meals or socialising. The walls of the saloon curve inwards, and it feels smaller than I’d expected, silt gently coasting in the water like snowfall. It must have been claustrophobic for the crewmates to spend the dark Arctic winter cooped up in here while they planned their escape across the ice. The table riveted to the floor has gouges cut into it, someone marking downtime, measuring wins or losses. As I take a picture of the grooves, a cupboard door on the far side under the porthole smacks open. I jump and the circle of torchlight swings to the ceiling. The bubble of my laughter echoes in my mouthpiece. I right the torch. The storage cupboard is only knee-high and set at an angle with a latch to prevent it from knocking open on rolling seas. In my surprise, I’ve unsettled the sediment and it is rippling in creamy ribbons that fill the room, like ash. It’s hard to take photos in such poor conditions so I lever myself against the table to swim back the other way. As I begin to pull myself from the saloon, a flicker of movement behind me catches my eye. The cupboard door is closing again. Slowly, this time. I must have created an eddy of pressure. Or it’s a fish, knocking against the wood. I blink back into the room through the ripples of silt, raising my camera.

And there, underneath the window, a man is crouching.
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Sunday, 14 October to Monday, 15 October 1962

TO CATCH THE ferry to Cairnroch Island, I’d driven from Edinburgh up to Inverness and spent the night in a cheap bed and breakfast near the railway line, headlamps from freight trains chattering in the gap between the curtains. I was the first customer in the co-op in the morning when I went in to pick up supplies for the island, eliciting an arched eyebrow from the girl at the till who must have supposed I was preparing for an eccentric breakfast of batteries and sanitary towels. As I set off along the coast, a belt of fog rolled over the road and I drove slowly, hearing rather than seeing the waves against the rocks. Every so often, a box of late-season apples left by the side of the road appeared out of the mist and I stopped near Greenacre and stood over the hot bonnet of the car, the apples limp and leathery between my teeth.

Signs for the Cairnroch ferry appeared after Galen, and the turning revealed a black and gold teahouse shaped like a pagoda, sitting improbably in a loading station clogged with oil drums and lobster crates, slick, gritty puddles of cigarette stubs and sluiced water from dripping mackerel. Mr Tibalt, the manager of the Cairnroch Grand Hotel, had told me over the phone that it was hard to come by petrol on the island, so I’d decided against bringing my Ford Prefect for the sake of only a few weeks. There were no other patrons in the tea shop, and through the window I watched people calling to one another from amid the jumble of fishing wire and felt self-aware that I was the sole ferry passenger sheltering indoors. My skirt, which had seemed positively modest in Edinburgh, now felt far too short. An old woman wearing a maid’s mob cap delivered the tea in a teacup made of such thin china I could have read the Bible through it.

Half an hour before the ferry was due to leave, I asked for the bill, and when the woman came back she lingered, hovering over me so that I felt compelled to add an extra shilling to my plate.

‘You’re it, are you?’

I looked up, bemused.

‘The diver.’

‘Yes, that’s me. I’m me.’

‘Thought they’d send someone at the top for something as important as this?’

I gave her an insincere smile. ‘Well, I volunteered for this assignment. Don’t worry, my boss is still in charge.’

She nodded but didn’t move. I wasn’t sure what she wanted from me, so I said, ‘Are you from Cairnroch yourself?’

‘Oh, no. We used to go on holidays as a child, but not since . . .’ She gestured at the faded pictures of Rathdunon Castle framed on the walls. The castle was destroyed by a German strike during the war, now apparently not much more than a pile of rubble. Cairnroch never recovered its place as an affordable summer holiday spot. Even now, the paintings of the Purdies’ ancestral home have the same nostalgic dolour of a cardboard memorial photo of an airman gunned down by the Luftwaffe. Lewis had a well-thumbed souvenir postcard of the castle on the cage of his electric meter in his flat. A relic from the last trip home before his dad died, the last summer he was happy, he said. Never passed up an opportunity for a bit of melodrama.

‘And is it true that he’s down there?’ She leant forward.

I licked my lips. ‘Captain Purdie?’

She tutted, as if I’d said something stupid. ‘Yes, Auld James. He’s really come home?’

As a corpse, I thought. Out loud I said, ‘In a sense.’

She looked around the tea shop. ‘Imagine. Sailing back home again in his own ship. And now he’s getting to his rightful resting place.’ She reached out and gripped my hand. ‘God bless the Purdies. Everything round here will be changed. Like the good old days.’

It occurred to me she might have been working in the tea shop since before the war. Twenty years of boiling the same kettle, wiping away other people’s lipstick smudges. The thought depressed me. ‘You might get a better uniform,’ I said, aiming for a joke.

Her expression tightened then. ‘Better get going. They’re punctual around here.’

I looked out the window. If they were punctual, it would be the first island I’d ever visited in my life that didn’t have a magnanimously long-era sense of time. A man wearing a waxed cap appeared at the door and gave me a hard stare before leaving again.

I hurried after him. ‘Are you looking for me?’

He chuckled. ‘No, hen. Get one of the men on the dock to help you with your bags.’

I cleared my throat. ‘I don’t need help with my bags. I’m the diver. Mr Tibalt mentioned I should check in with someone.’

He jerked his head back. ‘Oh. That’s you, is it? I heard the Purdies were sending someone. I thought . . .’

I could guess what he thought – that he was looking for a man. ‘No, yes, no,’ I said.

Running his tongue over his teeth, he said, ‘I wouldn’t have expected a nice girl like you to be in this line of work.’

‘Well, that’s me.’ Then I added, ‘Sorry.’ Although I wasn’t sure what I was apologising for. Not being a nice girl, perhaps. A squirm of self-hatred passed through me.

‘Right, well, I’m supposed to load the . . .’ He looked around me.

‘My equipment.’

He tipped his cap at me, winking. ‘Right you are, then. No one says no to a Purdie.’

Overcompensating for being the only indoor patron at the loading dock, I sat outside on the deck of the ferry for the journey, which I should’ve known would be an error from how the locals huddled inside. The fog doused me in frigid droplets, the waves below the colour of pencil lead, and the other ferry-goers watched me curiously through the window. I braced myself against the drizzly veil and tried not to think of Alex, back at the museum. How by now he’d be drinking coffee at his desk. How by now he would no doubt feel relieved that I was gone.

It was three hours before Cairnroch came into sight. A sudden gleam of sun on the red and white ice-cream swirl of the Captain James Purdie Lighthouse, a hint of a rainbow in the sea spray. A row of pastel-coloured houses stretching along the waterfront puffed coal smoke from narrow chimneys. As we entered the deep bowl of Port Mary harbour, the ferry slid through oily slicks in the sheltered water, drawing up into a waiting crowd.

Clearly the arrival of the ferry was something of an occasion – little boys in school shorts were crouching on the jagged stone walls, and behind them were perhaps twenty women with overcoats blowing aside to flash glimpses of sherbet-coloured pinafores. People muttered to one another and gestured to me with raised eyebrows. Mr Tibalt, a thin man in his sixties with a carefully trimmed moustache, was waiting to meet me off the ferry. He was wearing his hotel uniform of a double-breasted navy jacket and braided cap, standing to attention next to an old-fashioned chrome luggage trolley onto which he insisted on loading my equipment. As Mr Tibalt wheeled the trolley along the path to the hotel, I was forced to walk behind, feeling somehow like the sole mourner at a funeral. Between the gulls and the chatter of the ferry passengers, I struggled to understand his accent – the Cairnroch manner of speaking, as if one is holding in the mouth a sweetie that is in danger of leaping out unless kept in place with the tongue.

‘‘Course the war . . .’ I heard. Then, as we began passing the row of pastel-coloured houses: ‘Used to be a fish and chip shop . . . now it’s gone.’ Later, as we approached a shuttered stand overlooking the harbour: ‘. . . ice cream . . .’ and then a long sigh.

The breeze blew salty and sour with gull droppings, and as Mr Tibalt sighed and pointed, I scrutinised the seafront. Lewis is the only person I’ve ever known from Cairnroch. After a few drinks he would get misty-eyed about donkey rides and the pleasure pavilion and the dark thrill of trips to the outdoor privy in winter. Now, the pleasure pavilion was boarded up and the beach littered with abandoned bathing huts bleeding rusted crab cages. But maybe not for long, if the Purdies’ plan works.

Mr Tibalt stopped in a shallow heather garden at the front of the Grand Hotel to give me a hotel history lesson which I wasn’t much listening to. The building was fashioned out of the island’s grey stone, and it looked much more severe than the luxurious spot for local honeymooners that Lewis had described. But then as a child I’d thought that sugar sandwiches were luxurious.

As Mr Tibalt opened the hotel doors, the purpose of my trip to Cairnroch was reflected back at me. The mahogany-panelled lobby was in the process of being renovated from a loose hunting theme to a nautical one. Oil paintings of stags in majestic, steaming splendour were propped carefully on the floor, ousted to make way for paintings of majestic, steaming ships being tossed on roiling seas. On my left-hand side, a man in overalls was at the top of a ladder, nailing an anchor over the counter of an Art Deco–style cocktail bar.

Mr Tibalt led me towards an imposing staircase and, next to that, a desk with a single amber-bulbed lamp. I gave him my old address at first, out of habit, and as I was double-checking the bedsit phone number, I looked up to see a maid in a white apron watching me over the banister, before quickly withdrawing.

‘Purdie hunting tartan,’ Mr Tibalt said, pointing to the sash around his desk. I had been idly running my fingers around the seam and pretended now to admire it.

‘Oh, so do the Purdie family also own the hotel?’ I asked. He gave me such an astonished look that I gathered the answer to this question had formed most of his earlier lecture about the building. He blinked into the small coal fireplace before recovering. ‘Forgive us . . . no television.’

I felt my face drop. ‘That’s fine,’ I said. ‘I’ll have time to read.’ But there was already a sense of panic creeping over me. The ferry to the mainland only runs every five weeks. Stuck here for over a month with no television and no fresh newspapers. Feeling Lewis everywhere. ‘Can I send telegrams?’

‘Post office, main street, most Thursday afternoons. Telephones . . . lobby. Lady Purdie can reach the American airbase for anything urgent.’

I nodded, pretending to be reassured. No one would need to contact me urgently; even my parents and I hadn’t spoken since my birthday in February.

‘Your luggage already . . . room. Flora . . . upstairs,’ Mr Tibalt said, gesturing to the maid in the white apron.

I gave him a polite goodbye and followed the maid along a strip of worn teal carpet to the doors of a lift that she cranked open with some effort.

‘There’s no need,’ I said. ‘I can take the stairs.’

‘Mr Tibalt insists,’ she said, primly. As the doors closed with a juddering series of screeches, her voice became more conspiratorial. ‘We only use it for guests,’ she said. ‘It gets stuck.’ The gears wound and she crossed herself.

‘Do you get a lot of guests here this time of year?’ I said.

She laughed. ‘Oh no. We have longer-term residents, but you’re the only tourist.’

‘I’m here for work.’

‘Yes.’ She looked me up and down. ‘The diver. I didn’t think you’d be a girl.’

I shrugged.

Flora withdrew a strand of hair from her bun and pulled it across her lips. ‘They’ll have to bring more people on at the hotel, won’t they? Once people start coming back here to visit like they used to.’

‘Perhaps.’

She nodded, as if I’d said something wise. ‘I’ve been telling my sister she doesn’t need to leave to find work. That there’ll be more jobs coming here soon, but she won’t listen to me. Maybe you can tell her, she might believe it coming from an outsider.’

‘I don’t know,’ I stuttered, but the lift doors finally creaked open on the second floor. Flora pointed out the bathroom at the end of the corridor, and I spotted a green-veined marble floor and a chipped claw bathtub.

‘Here you go, number 7.’

The floorboards outside the room squeaked underfoot and the door opened onto a large L-shaped room tucked into the corner of the building. The window on the far wall overlooked the still cup of the harbour, and in the corner was a ceramic-tiled coal fireplace nursing red embers. A modest walnut bed underneath the second window offered an easterly view over the ballroom roof, the cracked lights of the old pleasure pavilion just beyond. My luggage had already been delivered to the room and I hurried to pull my diving tank away from the fireplace. Above the writing desk was a painting of HMS Deliverance set fast in Arctic ice, a pearly, endless sunshine glinting off the rime. It was clearly newly installed for my arrival since a border of unfaded green wallpaper surrounded the frame. The blotter held a few thin sheets of writing paper that looked suspiciously as if they had been crumpled up and then ironed. I sat on the edge of the bed. It wouldn’t be worth writing to Alex since I’d probably arrive back in Edinburgh in advance of the post. It wasn’t as if I could say anything to make things better between us, anyway.

Back down on the ground floor of the hotel I made my way to the cocktail bar. The man with the ladder was now twisting a braid of marine rope over the fireplace on the far side of the room. A blonde woman was stocking bottles in a cupboard behind the counter, and when she turned, I saw she was roughly my age, a little shorter than me. Pretty, in a full-fat milk sort of way, with heavy cheeks and thick brown lashes.

‘Oh, it’s you!’ she said.

I looked behind me in confusion.

She laughed. ‘I’m sorry, I just was expecting the new guest today. You must be Marta.’

I came forward and sat at the counter. ‘Nice to meet you.’

‘Elsie,’ she said. Her handshake was strong, and up close, the fullness in her face and figure afforded her a kind of sulky languor.

‘The diver,’ she said, leaning her elbows on the counter. ‘I thought . . .’

‘You thought I’d be a man?’

She frowned. ‘I thought you’d be taller.’ She motioned to the wall behind her. ‘A wee dram as a welcome?’

Gratefully, I received the whisky, trying not to gulp down the whole glass at once.

‘So, will you need to get rubbed all over with oil?’

I laughed, coughing on the whisky. ‘I’m sorry, what?’

She kicked the bottom of the counter, and my glass wobbled. ‘Goose fat or oil. For the cold.’

‘Oh.’ I grappled with the spectre of a joke, something about massaging the fat on me, or me being slippery; something coy and flirtatious. ‘Sometimes I put a little Vaseline on my face. Suits only come in men’s sizes so mine doesn’t fit me very well at the best of times, without adding oil to the equation,’ I said instead.

Elsie nodded. ‘When do you have to go down there?’

‘I’ll need to find a fisherman to take me out to the site. Perhaps a week or so? Then the captain’s bones will go straight for burial.’

She edged down the bar towards the open cabinet and recommenced filling the shelves. The way she moved was deliberate and weighted, as if she were swimming against a strong current. ‘Funeral.’

‘Sorry?’

‘The Purdies will prefer if you say “funeral”.’

‘Ah, good point.’

‘And he’s Auld James around here, not “the captain”. Only outsiders call him Captain Purdie.’

‘I don’t feel like I know him well enough for a nickname,’ I said.

Elsie raised her eyebrows. ‘Digging up his skeleton ought to get you two acquainted.’

I waited until I was sure she was joking before laughing.

She turned to me, a bottle of lemonade in hand. ‘I don’t know how you could do that for a job. Going down into that dark water. It would scare the hell out of me.’

‘Everything that’s down there is already dead,’ I said, and she winced. Through the glass of the cabinet door, I saw her figure flicker as she made the sign of the cross.



Latitude 60°, 0' N, Longitude 9°, 18' W
Men already yearning to return to Port Mairi. Rather foul breeze and heavy pitching . . . insubordination . . . The men would not look upon me in the face but grumbled.
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Saturday, 20 October 1962

GULLS ARE CIRCLING Colin’s boat as I heave myself out of the water. His hands are in the pockets of his trousers and he’s watching me almost suspiciously as I drag my limbs over the gunwale. Sliding off the air tank, I pull one of the hotel towels over my head, throwing another somewhere in the direction of my chest. My stomach clenches from the cold and I grip the side of the boat, squeezing my nails into the softened wood.

‘Finished?’ Colin says, rocking on his heels.

‘Yes, for now,’ I say. I aim for a smile but my jaw is so tight I feel a crooked grimace cross my face. He stops rocking on his heels. ‘Excuse me.’ I motion to the wetsuit and Colin turns away, although if he wanted, he could watch me undress in the reflection in the window of the wheelhouse. I check the reflection, to see if he wants. He doesn’t want. Clumsy shaking fingers on clumsy shaking skin, my ill-fitting wetsuit peels off easily revealing green veins, gooseflesh. I climb into my wool jumper and trousers and try to rub the circulation back into my face.

‘Didn’t bring anything back up, did you?’ Colin says.

‘Do you see anything?’ I snap. I take a breath and try again. ‘No, I was only taking photographs.’

He sucks his teeth, his hand resting on the motor pull. If I wait, he won’t be able to hear me over the wind.

‘Did you see any seals come by? Dolphins?’

‘A dolphin?’ he repeats, as if it’s the most absurd proposition anyone has ever made.

‘One of the doors in the ship opened.’ I hold his eyes. ‘It helps my work if I know what kind of animals might be feeding in or around the vessel.’

He scoffs. ‘Dolphins, this time of year.’ Under his breath he says ‘Mainlander’ as we motor back towards the island.

An itch spreads over my belly and thighs as I start to warm up. It feels like my skin is crawling, as if I’ve brushed against something noxious. I peer down into the glaucous water rolling underneath us and try not to picture the figure, down in the ship. Watching me.

Back at the hotel, the gas heater in the bathroom clicks with a thunderous flicker before the rumble of the hot-water heater and, as the tub fills, I inspect the bowl of seashells left by the window that is obliged, by law, in every hotel in the United Kingdom. From here, the water in the harbour is turquoise, a ripple of white sand in a cove further down the coast making false tropical promises. I get into the tub and reach for a bar of hotel soap. It’s wrapped in thick cream paper, like an old-fashioned wedding dress. Pummelling the bar into a frail jacket of suds, I watch the silt that crept inside my wetsuit rub off and collect in grey welts at the bottom of the bath. I picture the swirls of the stuff in the saloon, the ripples, the something, crouching. I start to shake. My limbs tremble in the tub, the bathwater quivering. I wrap my arms around my knees and squeeze them to my chest as hard as possible. I can’t do this. I can’t be here. My heart is fluttering in half-beats; the air in the room is too thin. I take the deepest breath I can manage and submerge myself in the water, blowing the air out in a slow stream of bubbles until I feel more in control. I have to get a grip on myself. This is the least I can do for Lewis, even if it’s not enough.

When I’m dressed, I let myself out of the hotel by the side door next to the old ballroom and make my way through narrow back lanes to the high street. Port Mary’s main thoroughfare is a narrow, cobbled road that runs from east to west behind the harbour. There’s a general store selling methylated spirits, paraffin, loose leaf tea, stale biscuits; all at eye-watering prices. The chemist next door has a shelf of ancient cod liver oil bottles in the window. Elsie advised me to avoid the chemist except in case of emergency, since the Irene who works there, ‘Big Irene’, is apparently zealous in her role as island directory of everybody’s dandruff and haemorrhoids. Two small red-headed boys are kicking a football across the cobbles. They are both wearing school shorts even though it’s a Saturday. A woman with a bonnet over her rollers is pouring something into the drain outside her kitchen, and she stands at her doorway, crossing her arms as I pass. Agnes? Irene? I smile at her, but she turns back into her house.

Taking a left at the shuttered post office, I pass the shuttered fish and chip shop and join the road where it meets the coast. Elsie’s bike is leaning against the phone box, where I left it yesterday – oops – unlocked. It is one of the old hotel bikes, so it would be too obvious to steal. Probably. Seagulls wail from posts along the water’s edge; the breeze is light, spider-web clouds overhead. By the lamppost at Roiner’s Point the water dimples, and a seal’s head bobs above the froth, eyes glossy, bulbous. Then it retreats into the water. That’s all it was, down in the ship. A seal, or a crab, come in from the kelp. It’s easy to be spooked by nothing when you’re diving – your brain tricks you into seeing faces everywhere, in old shopping bags, divots in the rock. I cycle along the winding road that leads up the hill, and the castle looms above me in the distance. Young, rust-coloured pine trees kneel in shallow hollows along the hillside, and as I climb higher, the stretch of copse that runs parallel to the castle comes into view. The trees have been fighting against the wind and they trail down the slope in stretched lines, as if they’ve been given one good hard tug through with a comb.

And then I’m at the path up to Purdie Castle. It’s what they call Scottish baronial style, more like a mansion than a true castle, two turrets flanking the south-easterly facade. It is built of the island’s grey stone and set across a Z pattern, with a walled garden at the back, and alcoves where bees used to be kept. The picture-book medieval glamour of Rathdunon Castle may have drawn in the tourists, but Purdie Castle has long been the real residence of the Purdie family. Auld James himself spent his childhood here, although the castle was renovated in the 1840s, and his old nursery was apparently converted into a guest bedroom. I leave Elsie’s bike on the far side of the hedge, think about locking it, promise myself I’ll lock it tomorrow. Mr Scruff barks as I enter the kitchen and I let him lick my palm, waiting for Janet, the housekeeper, to come through.

‘Don’t feed him,’ Janet says, bustling in from the passage to the larder.

‘I haven’t,’ I say, stroking his silky ears.

‘I just gave him his food ten minutes ago,’ Janet says. ‘He just had his food.’

She isn’t really talking to me, she’s talking to the dog, so I readjust my bag and take the steps two at a time. If I linger, I’ll get caught in a description of Mr Scruff’s morning timetable. How he chased a sheep, or a mouse or his tail. ‘He wanted breakfast early today, he did,’ Janet is saying.

‘Oh dear.’ My hand turns the door-knob faster than is polite; the door opens with a creak. The narrow back corridor is dark after the lightness of the kitchen. It runs along the length of the building and would have been of use only for servants in the olden days. The doorways along the right-hand side that each open into a different room are muffled with red velvet curtains, as if each one framed a puppet show. I walk as quietly as I can along the corridor; if I make even a small whisper, I’ll have to—

‘Janet?’ Lady Purdie shouts, in the voice of someone accustomed to shouting for people.

I take a breath. I was hoping to have more time to sit with my reports before talking to Lady Purdie, but I can appreciate why the Purdies are impatient. ‘Good morning, Lady Purdie.’ I put my head around the door-frame into the morning room. It is decorated in dusky rose-coloured wallpaper patterned with intertwining green thistles.

‘Marta.’ Lady Purdie looks up from her desk by the window, her elbows resting on a partially finished letter. She takes off her glasses. ‘You’ve been down there already?’

‘Yes, Lady Purdie.’

‘How is it? How is he?’

I edge into the room and contemplate sitting down, but people from a certain social class like to have their employees standing to attention. ‘The ship is in astonishing condition, completely furnished. There’s been a small amount of damage from the tow, but there are some objects that will be a real highlight for the museum. The captain has an unusual gold ring, and there’s an interesting coin in his cabin.’

She lifts her pen and taps the lid across her teeth. The pen is silver-plated; it catches a flare of light from the window. ‘And from above, the ship would be appealing for swimmers?’

‘Absolutely. Exceptional for snorkelling trips. In the summer, that is.’

She sits back in her chair with an exhalation of breath. I feel sorry for her, then. The weight of expectation, the sheer audacity of their plan to coax people out to the island. The planning, the expense, the imagination.

‘The quality of the water?’

I picture the figure in the mist. ‘Good,’ I say, after a moment.

‘And the captain?’

‘He looks just as if he were sleeping, Lady Purdie. I think it’s likely he passed that way, in his sleep.’ Of course there is no way to know that, but as her expression relaxes, I know that I delivered the lie in the right way.

‘Isn’t that how we’d all like to go?’ she says.

I feel the horror of the sea rolling over him, the salt choke in his throat. Behind my back I squeeze my hands together.

She is watching me. ‘Tiring, is it? You look a bit pale. Well, pale for you.’

The terror pulls back. Funny how something as simple as annoyance can do that; it’s like stabbing yourself with a pin to distract from the pain of the dentist’s drill.

‘So what happens next?’ Lady Purdie says, all business now.

‘I’m waiting for some . . .’ – I hesitate; she won’t like the word ‘hoist’ – ‘some specialist equipment to be delivered, before we can lay the captain to rest.’

She nods. ‘I’ve spoken to the groundsman at the kirk. That crypt is in terrible shape, there’s a leak down there that’s rotted one of the walls right through. That field always caused me trouble. Why you’d put a sheep drain so close to a graveyard is beyond me, all the silage pours down there. Stinks in the summer.’

Maybe she wouldn’t have minded the word ‘hoist’ after all. There’s a certain type of aristocratic countrywoman of that age, who saw things during the war, who finds a brutal sense of achievement in snapping the necks of rabbits, who prides herself on never being cold. Women who fetishise work, the paraphernalia of work, the suffering of work.

‘I should get to work,’ I say.

She turns back to her letter. ‘Off you trot, then,’ she says with a dismissive flash of the silver pen, and for a second, I hate her.

Back along the corridor, I pass the drawing room and then am emptied out into the former entranceway flanked by heavy oak doors that are never used. They call this hall the Elephant Gallery, on account of the one taxidermied elephant head over the fireplace, as if the two dozen antlers don’t count. On the other side of the entranceway are the formal sitting room, the huge, octagonal Ceylonese Room, and the castle museum. As of now, the museum really isn’t much more complicated than a room with a couple of cabinets. There are a few coins belonging to other ancestral Purdies, along with a selection of colonial curios dispatched here by way of the family estates in Ceylon and, before that, Jamaica. In the corner, next to a rack of sun-bleached postcards, Lester, the curator of the castle museum, is humming as he tries to fit keys into a locked cabinet.

‘Good morning, Marta,’ he says, nudging his spectacles back up to the bridge of his nose. Then he snaps to attention. ‘You went down this morning, didn’t you?’

I nod.

‘Well? Don’t torture a poor old man.’ He grips the keys so tightly that his fingertips blanch.

‘It’s all looking promising. The temperature and the low oxygenation have kept everything in an ideal condition. I’m going to develop my photos now, then we can maybe look at them together.’

Lester clasps his hands, staring at his knees, and when he looks back at me, his eyes are wet. I feel embarrassed, as if I’ve been witness to a private emotion. ‘Thank you,’ he says. He has a reason to be grateful. Captain Purdie’s treasures are the discovery of a lifetime, not just for the island but for him personally.

‘It’s my pleasure,’ I say. I turn the words over as I let myself into the long, narrow room behind the museum where the Purdie collections live. Drawers of Ceylonese moths, Jamaican woodcarvings. It’s not pleasure, exactly, but I do have a guilty sense of satisfaction at finally being useful. Being able to prove to Alex how much the museum needs me, to prove to myself I can do something right.

My darkroom is set up at the very back of the wing, in the old still-room, and I unclip the photos hanging up there, of shallow kelp, some of the interior of the hotel, a couple of pictures of Elsie behind the hotel bar. I pull the old war blackout curtains over the windows, stuff a towel under the door. The camera roll I unwind into the reel, pour in the developing fluid, rinse, then add the fixer. I set my stopwatch to five minutes.

I hate these five minutes. They’re in-between time, when you can’t do anything except sit in the dark. All the uneasy confidence of moments ago flushes away, and my mouth fills with a bitter taste. Alex’s face that day at the kitchen table. I need these photos to be good. I can’t afford to give Alex any excuse to fire me – my reports have to be beyond reproach. It’s all going to be OK, I say to myself. Don’t panic, just keep going.

My hands are shaking as I tip out the fixer and give the roll one final rinse. As I hang the negatives up to dry, they look promising. Sharp, clear focus. There’s good definition in the shots of Captain Purdie’s remains. A few photos I don’t remember taking, but I’m glad I did – the outside of his door where I cut through the lichen, the labels on the tin cans in the galley. I run through the roll, wondering if the movement from the seal or the spider crab might have compromised the last few pictures. But I don’t have to worry because the final picture isn’t blurred at all. It captures the saloon of the ship perfectly. The clouds of silt, but also the cupboard door on the far side of the room. And next to that, the figure, crouching.
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Sunday, 21 October 1962

I’VE ONLY JUST dropped into sleep when church bells wake me the next day. From my bedroom window I watch the slow procession of people making their way up the slope towards the kirk. Too late, I realise I probably should have gone as well – goodness knows how scandalised the locals would be if they found out I’m technically a Catholic.

Instead, I dress and let myself out by the hotel’s front doors. A surprised brown mouse bounds out of the heather and scurries across the road. The harbour is full of fishing boats – even the fishermen must observe the Sabbath around here. I walk to the easterly side of the harbour until I meet the marshy turf that stretches out towards the island’s second lighthouse. This one is a modest whitewashed affair, nestled into the cliffs. Everyone calls it ‘the other lighthouse’. Storm petrels circle the roof, and a puffin, proud and silly as a boarding-school boy in his first-day uniform, struts out from a cleft in the rock and then retreats. I feel almost sorry for this humble lighthouse. It can’t compare with the postcard-worthy structure that sits near the harbour, supposedly built by Captain Purdie himself.

I walk back on myself and follow the wide, well-paved road out to the site of what used to be Rathdunon Castle, the home of the ancestral Purdies. Officially, this road was renamed James Purdie Road in the early 1900s, although nobody refers to it like that. On the sparse maps of the island, Auld James has lent his name to a well near Gluckathy, a strip of rocky beach, and of course the James Coal Mine. And now he’s due to return and revive the fortunes of the whole island. It’s a lot of pressure on one man. And on me.

Along the road, faded signs for the castle now point to a bombed-out hole in the ground, surrounded by startled-looking piles of grey rubble. I wander among the stones, running my fingers over their fuzzy brooches of lichen. We never took summer holidays as children; Mama always was anxious at the idea of travelling, swallowing nervous hiccups if we had so much as a bus ride to Edinburgh. It’s odd to think of Lewis standing on this very spot. His parents helping him navigate the stone steps of the castle. Now they’re all dust. A seagull coasts overhead, landing on a jagged lip of rock and watching me with hopeful, canny eyes for any sign of scraps. I flash back to the darkness inside the cabin, the shape in the photograph. I can feel it now, the stare fixed on me. Leaning on one of the sloping rocks, I rest my head in my hands. The feeling of being watched grows so strong that I can’t help but look around me. A whistling hum is creeping over the broken stones, stirred by the wind. Behind me, a shadow skulks in the grass, and I find myself standing up, my heartbeat thrumming. But there’s nothing there. A rabbit, maybe. As I walk back to the hotel, I turn my collar up to protect the back of my neck. I can still feel the stare.

I linger in the hotel lobby, absently passing between the paintings of barques in full tilt. A fretful restlessness has crept up on me, and the idea of being alone in my bedroom is unbearable. I bring my satchel down from my room and sit in a bucket seat near the telephone, smoking one cigarette after another. When Elsie crosses the hallway, I sit up and she laughs, surprised.

‘Does the bar have set hours?’ I try not to sound too desperate.

She thinks about it. ‘We don’t usually open on a Sunday, but I won’t mention it to Mr Tibalt if you don’t?’

She pours me a whisky and fixes herself a gin and lemonade, leaning her elbows on the bar to sip from her glass. She’s talking about the medieval leper hospital attached to the church, and the restless gloom fills me again at the idea of those poor people shut away there, their bodies mouldering away beneath them.

‘Is it tiring, the diving?’ Elsie says, eventually.

This is a polite way of excusing me for not listening to her.

‘I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be distracted.’

‘Sure you’re not coming down with something? You’re a funny colour.’

I light another cigarette. ‘That’s what Lady Purdie said.’

Elsie blushes. ‘I didn’t mean it like that.’

‘I know, I’m sorry.’ God, what’s wrong with me? I can’t accept a mild solicitous gesture without being prickly.

She tucks a lock of hair behind her ear, then crosses to sit on the bar stool next to me. ‘How was it yesterday?’

I hesitate, and her eyes travel over my face. There is a single, tear-shaped freckle underneath her left eye. I can’t remember the last time someone willingly offered me their full, focused attention like this. I have a sudden impulse to kiss her, startling myself. Not that I haven’t kissed a girl before, but that was long before Alex and I got married. I take another sip of whisky. ‘It was fine. Murdo was driving up near the airbase, so he took up the photographs. They’ll go out on a drop tomorrow.’

‘The dive, though. How did it go?’

I stretch my shoulders, shift my weight on the stool, swallow. ‘Could I show you something?’

‘Of course.’ Her face brightens, and I think I might have been able to get away with kissing her.

We go next door to the reading room where the light is better. As usual, there’s nobody in there, although a smoky fire is gurgling in the grate. Elsie coughs, tutting as she opens the flue on the side of the fireplace. ‘Flora always forgets,’ she grumbles. The table by the window is sticky, and I unfold a week-old copy of the Scottish Herald before putting my satchel on it. As I slide out the envelope, I realise that I’d been waiting to show the photographs to her, otherwise I wouldn’t have brought my bag down in the first instance. ‘This is the ship.’

Her shoulder is warm against mine. ‘Oh, it’s big!’

I flip to the next picture. After a moment, she turns to me. ‘I don’t know what I’m looking at.’

‘That’s the rudder.’

‘I see.’ She studies it for longer than I expected.

‘You can keep going,’ I say. ‘I don’t know why I’m turning them for you.’

‘What if I get them dirty?’

‘It doesn’t matter, they’re just copies,’ I say. ‘Go ahead.’

Carefully, she looks through the photographs. I point out the broken masts, the bowsprit, the hatch, the passageway.

At the first photo of Captain Purdie, she pauses. ‘Oh.’

‘I should have warned you, sorry.’ I make to go past it, but she bats me away, her fingers glancing against my wrist.

‘How do you think it happened? Did he really volunteer to go down with the ship?’

I shrug. ‘Honestly, I think he likely died before the ship went down, otherwise his position wouldn’t be like that. It could have been illness, starvation, anything.’

‘A lot of those sailors had scurvy, didn’t they?’

‘Yes, although see all the tins here?’ I skip ahead to the pictures of the galley. ‘People knew about scurvy by then, they had antiscorbutics with them. Tinned fruit, lime juice.’

She smiles at me.

I can’t help but smile back. ‘What is it?’

‘Could anyone learn to dive?’

I tip my head back. I think, No, but I say, ‘Yes.’

‘Is it dangerous?’

‘No,’ I lie. ‘Not really. Sometimes. You have to keep cool, that’s all.’

‘I never heard of a woman archaeology diver before. How many are there?’

‘Not many. Yet.’

She looks at me appraisingly, and I have a wild compulsion to urge on the glint of whatever is in her eyes. ‘Some other archaeologists taught us – me – in Turkey, there’s an incredible site there. It’s practically a whole new science, excavating underwater. You could come back with me next year, I could show you.’

Her expression shifts to a blend of sadness and pity, as if I’m patronising her. Maybe I am. I want to take it back, but she covers for it quickly. ‘Do you have to do any experiments on the bones?’

‘No. Straight to burial. I’ll only need to go down again a couple more times after that to collect some of the items for the Purdies’ museum. Colin doesn’t seem too happy about taking me, though.’

Elsie wrinkles her nose. ‘Oh, don’t mind him, he’s just superstitious about that shipwreck.’

My mouth is dry. ‘Superstitious of what?’

‘Fishermen have their own ways. Maybe it’s just that nobody’s really that fond of the Purdies, but we can’t exactly go around saying so after all the money they’ve spent on the shipwreck, among other things.’

‘How wealthy are they?’

Elsie shrugs. ‘Nobody’s really sure, but it’s not endless, is it? I don’t know how they’ve been keeping this hotel going all these years. And then bringing the whole boat back here.’

I start to talk about the towing operation, about how the Danish engineers refloated the ballast tank, but somewhere around describing the kind of sheaves they used on the gunwales, I realise Elsie is watching me with a bemused expression.

She puts a hand on my wrist. ‘Marta, I’m sorry to tell you this but, good grief, that’s boring.’

I laugh, feeling the blood in my cheeks. ‘OK. Well, after I collect the objects, Lester will get the museum going. Snorkelling trips to the site could start next summer. Then I suppose they can start getting their money back. You all can.’

‘We’ll have to have a party, here at the hotel,’ Elsie says, looping a strand of her blonde hair around her finger. ‘See you off.’

I feel irrationally offended that she’s not more upset to think of me leaving, so I don’t respond. A few minutes pass as she shuffles through the pictures. I stop her hand as it comes to the final image.

‘There,’ I say. My voice is hoarse.

‘What? It looks like dust.’

‘Nothing else?’ I point to the figure.

She shrugs. ‘Patterns in the dust.’

I steady myself against the sticky surface of the table.

‘What was I supposed to see?’ she says, watching me.

The man I killed, I think. Instead, I say, ‘Nothing.’



Latitude 56°, 13' N, Longitude 46°, 17' W
Ince sighted mollimauk flying overhead, herald of near ice. High sea, swells like rolling glass bottles . . . no whales to be seen, the men refute every order. Drever tied to crow’s nest for disobedience.
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