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Prologue

‘Tell me something you miss, from Before.’

‘Toast.’

‘Yes, bread. Fresh, crusty bread.’

They both lie quiet.

Remembering.

She can feel the water on her body, drying where it pooled in her navel.

Today there is no trace of saline coating her with fine white powder but she can still feel her skin tightening, puckering in the sun.

Her breathing is measured now, her heart returning to its habitual rhythm. The staccato beat and shuddering breath of their love is evaporating into the noises of the surrounding forest, just as the water they brought from the lake evaporates from the smooth rocks they lie on.

‘Glitter.’

‘Glitter?’ He snorts.

She nudges him, her bare skin against his, and he turns his head, dipping his cheek, kissing her shoulder: a fleeting apology for a fleeting slight.

‘Would you go back, though? If you could? You know, for the glitter.’ His voice dances, navigating a difficult question by lacing it with levity.

It’s a question she asks herself daily, to which she still has no answer.

‘I think it’d depend on whether you could come with me.’

She slides her hand along the sliver of rock between them, searching out his. Their fingers easily entwine, their palms flat, one against the other. She feels a flush of heat course through her body, a heat that warms her from the inside, as the sun heats her from without.

Opening her eyes, she tips her chin back so she can see the trees behind them, their branches spread wide, splayed like a ribcage. The lungs of the world, she thinks, and closes her eyes once more.

Through the thin skin of her eyelids, the world seems pink, magenta, fuchsia, orange at the edges where the sun shines through.

She pulses his hand in hers, reminding them both: we’re together, we’re safe.

The warmth of the day and the physical exertion of the morning are taking their toll: she can feel sleep nibbling at her, consciousness ebbing.

She retraces their day. The walk through the forest. The cackle of the bird-calls from the trees above ‒ some sounding like shouting human voices, jeering at them. Freedom as they plunged into the clear, deep water.

His hand encircling her wrist.

Her mouth against his skull, behind his ear.

Her thoughts swim, losing lucidity. Dreams pull at her, waves receding against sand.

A tail: wide, curved, black.

No, not black, teal. Teal flukes breaking water?

No, land. Hitting land.

Teal flukes slamming wet sand.

 

The sun is sinking now as the day pushes on. It is sliding down the sky, casting the shadow of the branches over her face.

 

She lets herself fall back into the freedom of her dreams just as the water of the lake had suspended her as she swam.

 

She is reading a book, lying on a blanket in the dappled light of an apple tree. She is hungry for new worlds. It’s a novel she’s never read before. The words swim on the page, but she can feel the potential of a new story in her hand.

She wiggles her bare feet against the wool of the blanket; it’s itchy.

She laces her fingers into those of the hand she is holding against that scratchy wool. A hand that makes her feel safe.

A bright pink sky. Magenta, fuchsia, orange.

She is holding a baby, wet with new life.

She can hear the radio, a woman’s voice, her mother’s knife against the plastic cutting board.

Someone is calling her name.

Her daughter?

Mama?

A lilting voice calls to her from across the sand.

A small head tilted up to a giant skeleton that hangs above them.

A little hand pointing to a writhing form in the sea.

That teal colour again. The teal of deep water.

Singing.

Laughter.

Pouring more wine into a glass, a jealous cat looking on.

The light through the tree playing on the pages of the precious book.

She closes her eyes. Is it possible to dream of dreaming?

Her name again. His voice.

Time to go, it’s getting late. A hand stroking her damp hair.

She turns the page of the book. Let the calling voices go unanswered. She’ll delay just long enough to finish this chapter.

A rush of air, a groan so forlorn it hurts her heart.

A noise that cannot be unheard.

A white frame above her, a spine, the ribs splayed wide, the jaws like pincers, brackets.

The bones of the whale glow slightly in the dark.

She closes her eyes. My old friend, she thinks, my home, my sanctuary.

‘Thank you.’





One

Among the masses of driftwood, the creature lies sprawled on black-flecked sand.

From far away, it had looked like a giant slug, bloated on the shore, but now, nearing it, Ruth can see it is a mammal. A warm-blooded, air-breathing mammal with a belly button, just like her.

The size is overwhelming, too much for her exhausted brain to take in, her eyes too. For a second she wonders if she might be hallucinating but, no, there is the smell ‒ she can almost taste it.

She has come so far to be here, to see this animal. It is a moment she has envisaged ever since she was a little girl, but it was never like this, never in these circumstances.

It is so big that as she gets closer ‒ her muscles aching, her breathing ragged ‒ she realises her eyes are tracking back and forth, past the elegant fin splayed among the trailing seaweed, from muzzle to flukes and back again, just to take in the whole animal.

‘As big as at least two double-decker buses.’

How many times has she read that?

The skin is not blue, as she’d always imagined, but black. It’s not a glossy black like hot tar, but a deep green-blue black, teal almost.

Like the hallway tiles in Fran’s flat, she thinks.

The hide of the animal looks like cracked, varnished wood. Like an old piano. A giant grand piano from the ballroom of a wrecked ocean liner, washed up on the shore. The long white underside of its belly is ridged, like bricks of pale plasticine. The shell-like white, beige, cream skin is flecked with grey, black, coral-orange markings. Around its mouth and eyes the same orange spreads like rust: clumsy make-up that has smudged in the water.

Ruth feels a pulse of awareness: she is being watched.

She notices now that the creature’s eye is open. Lashless yet, somehow familiar, the black pupil, surrounded by a ring of colour, a white-yellow edging.

So human.

It seems to be watching, seeing.

She wants to kneel and place her hands on it in . . . in what? Reverence? Devotion? Worship? The urge to lay her hands on it is irresistible.

She is struggling to catch her breath, her chest heaving. Her muscles are screaming ‒ lactic-acid accumulation stiffening them ‒ her foot turns slightly in the sand and pain shoots through her ankle: she can feel where she fell earlier. Her throat is burning, raw, her mouth dry, her thirst intense: she has not drunk enough water for days.

Ruth unclips her bags and lets them drop onto the sand heavily next to the creature.

She has never seen anything more beautiful.

 

Next to where the creek pushes its way out of the rushes towards the sea, a truck is parked on the sand. The pink sky looming over the ocean is reflected in the windscreen, obscuring the occupant.

Nik turns off the radio and sits, watching the woman through the pink-tinted glass.

Where she let the giant rucksack slide from her back, the skin on each shoulder is peeling: too much time exposed to the sun.

He leans forward against the steering wheel, watching as she bends and riffles through her bags, strewing items on the sand. She pulls out a container, a plastic box: the type you’d pack sarnies in, with the clip-on lid. He watches as she pulls off the lid and discards it, then tips out the contents and takes off towards the sea at a run.

She makes it to the water quickly.

Her legs must be long, though her height is impossible to gauge ‒ next to the whale, everything looks small.

Where has she run here from?

Her clothes are visibly damp with sweat, her hair, with its inconsistent gold flecks, looks wet. It is pulled to the crown of her head, several tendrils making their escape and sticking to her forehead and neck with perspiration.

He watches her bend her knees with difficulty at the water’s edge, dipping the container into the surf, filling it. He grasps what she is doing: attempting to ferry water to the beast that lies on its flank so unusually far inland. Definitely not a pro, then.

Only an animal lover, a tourist, witnessing an ending.

He watches as she runs back to the beast, salt-water sloshing from the tiny container as she moves. Then, when she is level with the animal’s eye, she raises her arm to throw the water at it. He notes, with surprise, another patch of hair, like that on her head, beneath it.

One of those women.

He raises his eyebrows, looks at the increasingly pink sky and, inhaling deeply, gets out of the ute.

 

Ruth stops in her tracks, her back to the sea, as she registers the man. ‘Please! Help me!’

She runs again to the sea and fills the plastic box. It is too small for the job: maybe he has something more useful in the back of his truck.

A pain slices through her abdominals as she turns to run back towards the whale.

Throwing the contents over its drying flank, she stops, her breath laboured, and places her hand reassuringly on the rough skin next to the whale’s eye. She whispers to it. ‘Hold on.’

She raises her head to look at the man. He is leaning against the truck, his arms folded. ‘Don’t just stand there. Help. Have you got something to carry water?’

He is squinting, as if he can’t understand what she is saying.

She shakes her head, then, staggering slightly, heads back to the shore to fill her makeshift bucket, running to return to the whale.

 

Nik leans back against the bonnet of the ute, his head cocked watching her run towards the water. He eases himself to standing and moves towards where she has strewn her belongings, watching her trying to balance the tiny pot of briny water between both hands but spilling it everywhere.

Behind her the sky burns pink, reminding him that any exchange he makes with this woman is completely pointless. So utterly, painfully pointless. ‘It’s no good, eh?’

She snaps round to face him. They stand eye to eye ‒ not something he’s used to, particularly from a woman. So she’s tall. Tall and angry.

‘Well? Have you got a bucket?’

An accent. He hadn’t heard that before.

‘Have you come here to help me? Or not?’

A Pom? Great.

The woman’s breath is warm in his face. It smells slightly stale: it is some time since she last ate.

‘Have you seen the news?’ he asks gently, as if approaching an angry cat.

She looks at him, jutting her chin, but she doesn’t answer his question.

‘You’re British, aren’t you?’ He sees a flicker of something cross her face. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says.

Struggling for breath, she turns again and jogs towards the sea.

He looks down at her possessions lying on the sand, around him. A small backpack, a net of oranges spilling out of it; the contents of a first-aid kit strewn where she upturned the box she is dipping into the surf. There is a large rucksack too, the straps straining, stuffed full to bursting. Things hang from straps: a metal water canteen, a torch. A tent is strapped to one side, a bundled sleeping bag to the other, a towel, wrapped in a plastic bag, tied beneath it.

‘You travelling on your own?’

 

Ruth’s head flicks round to assess him, this stranger. She matches him in height and, she doesn’t doubt, speed, but he is considerably wider than her, likely much stronger.

‘Yes.’ She pauses to catch her breath, feeling as if her lungs are on fire.

There is a movement in the whale, a full-body muscular heaving as it struggles to pull its flukes into the air. Then, with a crash, it slams them down against the wet sand. It is an almighty slap, like a crack of lightning. The motion sends sand particles flying high into the air and is accompanied by a heaving sigh.

It hurts her heart to hear it.

‘Oh, no!’ Ruth’s voice has a high-pitched edge, a betrayal of her panic. She can hear it herself. She looks to the man, imploring him for instruction. ‘What do we do?’

 

Nik meets her gaze more softly now. ‘There’s not much we can do.’

He notices her eyes are slightly swollen. The rims where her long eyelashes sprout and curve outwards, then back towards her skin, are rubbed raw ‒ they look tender.

‘I wish we could do something, believe me. All we can do is wait, be with it.’

She is still staring at him fiercely.

It’s as if he can feel the grief radiating from her ‒ it’s almost too much to bear.

He looks down at his feet. Slowly he draws a figure of eight with the toe of his boot in the sand. How can he possibly find the right words? Better to say something and get it wrong than not do anything at all. ‘I am sorry for your loss.’

 

She will not cry ‒ there isn’t time for crying. Biting her lip Ruth lowers her eyes, then closes them and inhales slowly, her nostrils flaring slightly. ‘I don’t need your sympathy. I need your help.’

The man smiles. It’s a half-smile, really: his lips are crooked. It looks almost as if he can’t be bothered, like he tried to smile, but gave up halfway. ‘Even if we both had big ol’ buckets, nah, even if we had a big ol’ boat ‒ five boats ‒ it wouldn’t make any difference. What’s coming is coming.’

Ruth feels her legs softening beneath her and she sits with a thud on the sand. ‘Why is this happening? It’s so . . . unfair.’

In echo of her tone, the whale emits a groan. A high-pitched but hollow creak, like the sound of a boat’s hull as it scrapes upon a rock. A gentle but certain death rattle.

‘No.’

Ruth leaps to the side of the whale, crouching beside its visible eye. ‘Stay with me, please. Please don’t leave me.’

The whale makes a final halting exhalation. Air escapes through its blowhole in a rush, like a boiling kettle. Its eye, only marginally smaller than Ruth’s head, stills. Like a blind being drawn across a window against the summer sun, the life disappears.

Ruth watches, holding her breath, then falls to her knees, her forehead against the whale’s desiccated skin.
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