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1936

The loch water was dark and deep. It felt as cold as ice and yet as soft as silk.

When Stroma had been younger she had been afraid to swim in the loch because of the monster who lived at the bottom. He had once caught hold of her by the ankle and she had screamed her head off in terror. But she had stopped believing in him at about the same time that she had stopped believing in Father Christmas.

She sat in the stern of the dinghy while Hamish rowed to the windward end of the loch. When they had reached it, her brother shipped the oars and let the boat drift back gradually with the wind. She watched him prepare the split cane rod that Grandfather had given him, choose a fly from the box – also given by Grandfather – and attach it carefully to the hook. When he was ready, he stood athwart the boat to cast the line out into the water. He went on casting, twitching the line, pulling it in and casting again, and she went on sitting still and quiet until suddenly the line tightened and there was the swirl in the water which meant a take. The fish would be diving downwards and Hamish would lift the rod to set the hook through its lip before he played it on the end of the line. This was the part that Stroma hated – the part where the fish tried to get away, where it struggled and pulled against the line till it was worn out and rolled, exhausted, on its side. She felt sorry for the fish – sorry, too, for the deer when they sank to their knees, and for the pheasants and the geese when they plummeted out of the air, and for the woodcock and the snipe, the teal and the widgeon, and for the hares and rabbits. But she was most sorry for the fish because they always fought so hard and because the fight took so long. Of course, she would never have admitted such a feeble thing to Hamish.

‘Get the net, Stroma! Quick!’

She grabbed the net and lowered it over the side of the boat while Hamish towed the fish towards it.

‘Now!’

She lifted the net out of the water, the fish trapped inside. It was a brown trout with a beautiful speckled back and a shining white front: a big one, at least a foot long. It lay gasping and helpless.

‘Nearly two pounds, I reckon,’ her brother said, pleased. ‘Pass me the priest.’

She handed him the lump of wood; he held the trout in his left hand and bashed it quickly on the head between the eyes before he put it into the creel. At least Hamish never let a fish flop about suffering, as she’d seen other people do.

He caught three more big trout while the boat drifted gently back across the loch.

‘You can have a go now, if you like.’

‘Thanks.’

Grandfather had taught them both to fish – trout in the lochs, mackerel in the sea and salmon in the rivers and pools. Salmon fishing was still hard for her because she couldn’t handle the big rod well enough; trout were easier because the rod was smaller, and mackerel easiest of all because it only needed a line with hooks on.

She chose another of Grandfather’s flies – and it wasn’t long before the line jerked and the water swirled, but she was too slow with the next bit and too clumsy.

Her brother shook his head despairingly. ‘You let him get away, you idiot! Hopeless!’

Angus was standing on the loch shore, knobbled stick in hand. Even from a distance he looked like a giant. When they were small he had carried them both for miles across the island, one on each shoulder, striding over the moors and peat bogs, up and down the hills and across fast-flowing burns that might have swept them away. He had a thick red beard and whiskers and always wore the same clothes: ancient deerstalker, tweed jacket, waistcoat, plus-twos, woollen socks and heavy brogues. He lived with Grace, his wife, in the gamekeeper’s cottage on the estate and his father and grandfather and great-grandfather had lived there before him. He had the Gaelic and a Scottish-English that was sometimes hard to understand.

Hamish rowed the dinghy in and Angus helped them haul it up on to the quartz beach. He peered at the trout in the creel.

‘Guid enough to eat. Well done, laddie.’

He would have seen Stroma lose her fish, though he kindly didn’t mention it. That was the nicest thing about Angus – he never said a harsh word or yelled at you if you got something wrong, and where praise was earned, he gave it. Lots of it. In a while, he’d start teaching her to shoot – same as he’d been teaching Hamish who had been allowed out last year with the guns when they had spent Christmas on the island. She was still practising with targets at the back of the barn and she’d have to get good enough to hit them properly every time. The kill must always be clean, that was the strict rule. Meanwhile, she made herself useful by beating on the shoots whenever they were at Craigmore in the pheasant season – scaring up the game with a stick and making loud bird noises. It was hard and rather miserable work, out all day in wind and rain squelching across the boggy land and watching out for the hidden peat hags that filled up with icy water. Some of the holes could be so deep that if you fell in you couldn’t get out. Angus had rescued her many times – hauling her out with his huge hand so that she dangled in the air like a half-drowned puppy. One day, perhaps, she’d go stalking, though the idea of killing such a big and noble beast as a stag seemed terrible to her.

Eating the fish made catching them more excusable – or so she reasoned to herself. At least they hadn’t died for nothing. In fact, so long as you ate what you killed, it was all right. She and Hamish would often cook a fish on the loch shore or down on the beach by the sea. They would gut it, put a green stick through the mouth and prop it on two Y-shaped uprights, then they would light a wood fire underneath. When the fish was cooked they ate it with their fingers and it always tasted far better than any fish cooked indoors. This time, though, they were taking the trout back to the house for Ellen to cook for supper.

Angus went part of the way with them, striding out so that she had to hop and skip to keep up. He left them before they reached the house gates and went off with a wave of his stick towards the cottage where Grace would be waiting for him with a rich stew simmering over the peat fire and a large dram poured ready.

In the kitchen, Hamish presented the gutted trout to Ellen who inspected them with her sharp eyes before she passed them as good enough for the table. She was very particular. The plucking and the skinning and the gutting must be faultless and game had to be hung for just the right length of time. Anything not up to scratch was thrown to the gun dogs in the kennels. When Hamish had shot his very first rabbit Ellen had told him to get it ready for the pot: to take out the insides, hang it up in the outhouse for a day till it went stiff, then cut its head off and strip away the fur and skin in one piece. Even Hamish had been a bit squeamish that first time.

The kitchen maid, Sally, was frightened to death of Ellen, and so was Meg, the woman who came to clean the house every day. Logan, Grandfather’s butler, was too old and deaf, and often too tiddly, to pay her any notice but there was a non-stop war between Ellen and Mack, the gardener, over the vegetables and fruit that he brought in from the kitchen garden. To Ellen, the vegetables were either too small or too big, the fruit under-ripe or over-ripe; to Mack, anything he grew and picked was perfect. Stroma had once come into the kitchen to find them fighting hand-to-hand, like wrestlers. Mack was trying to make Ellen take some runner beans and she was thrusting them back at him. They were too big and stringy, she’d said, and not fit for the table. Mack, who won prizes in shows for his beans, was purple in the face with fury and beans were flying all over the floor. In the end, of course, Ellen had won.

Almost all the food they ate at Craigmore came from the island. The milk came straight from the cows on the farm, carried over in a can and kept cool in the larder. They ate fish and game and venison and rabbits from the estate, fresh vegetables and fruit from the kitchen garden. The cooking was done by Ellen on a great iron range fuelled by peat dug from the Craigmore moors.

Stroma’s shorts were wet from the fishing so she went up to her bedroom to change them and to put on her sandals before supper. The grandparents didn’t mind much what she and Hamish wore, except for going to the kirk on Sundays or if there were visitors, when they had to wear proper clothes and shoes. During the long summer holidays they were left to run wild on the island – to sail and row on the loch, to swim, to fish, to ride the half-wild ponies bareback across the moors among the gentle Highland cattle. They climbed the hills and tracked the red deer, watched the surf pounding against the western shores, the otters lolloping across the beaches, the grey seals lying on the rocks and followed the wild birds through Grandfather’s old binoculars – sandpipers, geese, curlews, puffins, oystercatchers, choughs, cormorants, reed buntings, skylarks, countless gulls . . . They slid down the sand dunes, collected fishy-tasting gulls’ eggs, explored the rock pools at low tide – each one a limpid aquarium of scuttling crabs, flowery anemones, bootlace worms like liquorice, frondy seaweed and clinging limpets. They beachcombed for wreckage washed up from old sunken ships, hunted for the most beautiful shells and gathered driftwood to store in the barn for the winter fires.

Apart from the thousands of rabbits on the island, there were hundreds of adders – serpents, the islanders called them, which made them sound much worse than they really were. They’d come across them basking in the sun and, once, they’d spotted the shed skin of one – left whole and perfect on the bank of a burn, the V-mark on its head, the dark zigzag pattern marking its back down to the tail. Hamish had picked it up carefully and taken it back to the house to keep on the mantelpiece in his bedroom. The weather never stayed the same for long; it changed, and changed, and then changed again, the clouds always on the move, the light and the shade coming and going, the gentle colours glowing and fading. When it rained, which was often, the rain was soft, like mist.

The island of Islay was shaped like a diamond – a precious jewel set in the southern Hebrides and studded with standing stones as old as time itself. Stroma’s favourite place on earth.

In early September, when the summer holidays came to an end, they had to make the long trek back to London. The paddle steamer Lochiel took them over to Kennacraig on the mainland, and from there they went by bus and ferry and cart, in stages, across to Glasgow where the night train would bear them away clickety-clack, clickety-clack, down to London, and back to the house in Bayswater.

But not yet. Not yet.

She went over to the open window and looked out at the silver-grey sea. The wind carried the lovely smell of salt and seaweed to her, and the harsh mewing of the gulls. She shut her eyes, breathing in deeply.

Sturmwind had crossed the North Sea without difficulty, the yacht helped along by the strong south-westerlies, but sailing round the coast of Scotland proved much trickier. After passing south of the Orkneys and battling through the rip tides of the Pentland Firth, they had rounded the north-west corner of Scotland slap into a fearsome head wind and an Atlantic swell that had given them no sea room and done its best to hurl them on to the shore. Once or twice Reinhard had thought Sturmwind was going to join the other wrecks littering the coast.

At Skye, in the Inner Hebrides, they had re-provisioned and sailed on to Mull and then by the Strait of Corryvreckan between the northernmost tip of Jura and Scarba. They had sailed close to the notorious whirlpool – at flood tide a swirling, roaring maelstrom that could suck a ship down to its doom. According to Reinhard’s father, who knew those seas well, they were among the most perilous in the world. Apart from the Corryvreckan there were other whirlpools, treacherous currents, back-eddies, standing waves like solid walls, gale-force winds, violent storms and jagged rocks.

None of this worried Reinhard – quite the opposite. He relished the risk. His father had taken him and his brother Bruno sailing since they could walk and they were not afraid of the sea, though they had plenty of respect for it. Father had taught them that, too. A man foolish enough to disrespect the sea was likely to die in it.

They sailed along the western coast of Jura, Father at the helm of Sturmwind, Bruno and himself a well-drilled crew following his commands. They sighted a minke whale, which swam around close to them before arching its back to dive deep. A group of dolphins escorted them for a while – show-offs somersaulting high in the air and vanishing beneath the ketch to reappear on the other side. As they passed the Rhuvaal lighthouse at the north-east point of Islay and entered the narrow sound between the two neighbouring islands, Jura and Islay, the wind moderated and the sea calmed. Colonies of seals slumbered on the rocks, wild goats leaped nimbly up the steep cliffs and deer and cattle and sheep roamed the beaches, grazing on the seaweed.

They passed a whisky distillery to starboard with a wooden pier jutting out into the sound and, to port, the misty mauve Paps of Jura sloped down to a narrow strand along the shore. There were a few stone cottages huddled round a slipway at the narrowest point of the sound where the ferry crossed between Feolin on Jura and Port Askaig on Islay.

Father had sailed here in the German navy during the Great War. He had served with the U-boat Force, commanded his own submarine and had been decorated with the Knight’s Cross for his skill and bravery. Before the beginning of the war, he had told them, submarines had been thought a useless weapon against civilian shipping: they had no space to take prisoners on board and no spare crew to man a captured ship. But, once the war had started, it had been decided that it was not necessary to capture a merchant ship – merely to sink it. After that, the U-boats had prowled after enemy merchant ships and torpedoed them mercilessly. At the height of the war, one enemy ship in every four had gone to the bottom. Father himself had sunk no less than seventy-eight. England had been brought close to starvation and defeat by German U-boats until America had finally entered the fray and the convoys began to be escorted by Allied warships.

Father had talked about it all. He had told them what it had been like to go to war at sea for months on end with forty or more other men, to be sealed up in a metal tube less than a hundred metres long and six metres wide, and about the fetid air and the damp. He had told them about the all-pervading smell of diesel oil and the reek from the bilges, the stench of unwashed bodies, and the stink from the heads. He had described the green mould that had to be scraped off rotting food, the head-splitting pounding of the pistons, the non-stop rocking of the boat, sometimes pitching and corkscrewing and yawing so violently in heavy seas that men were catapulted out of their bunks. And he had talked of the lack of fresh air, exercise, privacy, comfort, of men driven mad by claustrophobia and the dread of a horrible death. But he had also talked about the comradeship, where every man shared the same hardship and fate and depended upon the rest for their lives.

He had described the thrill of the hunt for the enemy, the skill of closing in for the kill, the elation, tempered with any sailor’s natural regret at the sinking of a good ship and the loss of a crew who would seldom be saved. Once, he had torpedoed a steamer carrying cavalry horses in wooden stalls on the decks. As he had watched through the periscope, the ship had gone down and the horses – beautiful, long-tailed beasts – had leaped in terror over the rails into the sea. He had turned his head away from the sight.

It had been during a patrol off Scotland, lying in wait for the British convoys approaching the Clyde, that Father had discovered the cove on the island of Islay. Urgent repairs had been needed to his boat and a safe, quiet place to carry them out. He had taken the submarine at periscope depth along the sound, hunting for such a place, and where it widened out to rejoin the sea he had spotted what had proved to be a perfect refuge – a hidden cove deep enough for the U-boat to enter submerged, even at low tide.

They had stayed in the cove until the repairs were done – spending the daylight hours concealed under water and surfacing at night. It had been a memorable time, he had said, smiling. Almost like a holiday. The cove was remote and well-hidden, their only observers sheep. After dark, the men were permitted on deck in turns and he had allowed them to go ashore in the moonlight, even to swim. During their stay they had killed and eaten one of the sheep – a rare feast of fresh meat for the crew.

The U-boat repaired and operational again, they had emerged at dawn, slipping quietly back into the sound. As they had moved down the coast, Father had noticed a grand old house up on a bluff, looking out over the water. He had admired it through the periscope – admired it so much so, in fact, that he had made a promise to himself to return one day, when the war had been won, and to buy it if possible.

But, of course, the war had been lost by Germany. Father had been forced to surrender his U-boat to the British and had spent months in a prisoner-of-war camp in Scotland before he had been released. His naval career over, he had joined the family ship-building business in Hamburg, which had managed to survive the war very well. He had married his fiancée, Katrin, and Reinhard had been born in l919, Bruno three years later.

There had been several smaller boats while Father had been teaching them to sail. Then he had bought Sturmwind three years after Mother’s death and they had sailed her every summer in the Baltic. This summer, however, he had decided to revisit his old wartime haunts off the Scottish isles, including the hidden cove – if he could find it again. To take a trip down Memory Lane he had said with a faint smile; and to have another look at the house.

Now, two hundred metres from the entrance, Reinhard and Bruno lowered the sails and Father used the engine to bring Sturmwind through the gap between the rocks and into the cove.

The water surface was like glass, the surrounding hillsides lush and green with long grass, tall ferns and trees that had soft, broad-leafed trees, not the sharp, dark needles of the Scottish kind, or of Germany. After the open sound, everything was suddenly calm and quiet and peaceful. A magical sort of place, Reinhard thought: a place out of a story book.

Giant granite boulders had been used to make a jetty. They were thickly encrusted with orange and white lichen and set with rusty mooring rings. Traces of an old track led from the end of the jetty up into the woods on the hillside. Obviously, nobody had used the place for a very long time – except, perhaps, for his father.

As Sturmwind nosed alongside the jetty, Reinhard and Bruno jumped to fasten the bow and stern lines to the rings. When they’d finished, Father came ashore and stood, fists on hips, looking round.

‘Twenty years since I was here. The woods have grown thicker but otherwise it’s much the same. The house was on the next headland, if I remember correctly. We can’t see it from here.’

Reinhard said, ‘I could go up through the woods and take a look for you.’

‘Yes, go and see, Reinhard. I should like to know if anyone is living in it. Take the binoculars with you.’

He followed the track through the wood, making easy work of the steep incline. The trees were gnarled and bent like old women, the younger, straighter ones thrusting for living space. Oak and hazel, he thought, some apple trees too and other kinds he did not know. There were outcrops of granite poking up through the moss and ferns and wildflowers, and dozens of rabbit holes tunnelled into the hillside. Close to the hilltop, he paused and turned to look back. The cove was completely hidden from his view and so was Sturmwind. A wonderful hideout! He climbed on steadily and emerged from the woods on to an open stretch of rough grass and reeds and bracken where sheep were grazing.

And there was the house. It stood two hundred metres or so away, facing out to sea and partly concealed by a bank rising beyond a dry-stone wall. Reinhard focussed the binoculars to take a better look. The gabled roofs were slate, the stone walls whitewashed, the window shutters painted black. A massive old place with great chimney stacks and many chimney pots, and a large barn and outbuildings at the back. Not beautiful or elegant but certainly imposing. Designed to fit with the rugged Scottish landscape and built to withstand the Atlantic weather. He could see why his father had taken such a liking to it.

There was a high plateau of ground in front of the house on the seaward side and, from its edge, the land sloped down to a rocky inlet, much shallower and more open than the neighbouring cove where Sturmwind was moored. He lowered the binoculars and walked on across the grass towards the house. As he drew nearer, he could hear voices coming from up on the plateau above him – young voices – and the loud thwack of a heavy ball being hit with some kind of bat. Cricket, perhaps, though he was not sure that the Scots played that dull and incomprehensible game. He found an iron five-barred gate in the stone wall and swung himself over and, as he started up the bank, a ball came rolling down towards him. It stopped near his feet and he picked it up; it was hard and heavy and made of wood, painted red.

The ball was followed by a child who appeared suddenly at the top of the bank and plunged down the slope. It was a boy dressed in grey shorts and a blue short-sleeved shirt. At first, the child didn’t notice him, eyes down and intent on the search for the ball in the grass. After a moment, Reinhard called out in his best English.

‘Is this what you are looking for?’ He held out the ball.

The boy raised his head, startled. ‘Gosh, yes.’ He skipped over grassy tussocks to reach him. ‘Thanks awfully.’

The child didn’t sound Scottish – more like English – and, at closer quarters, he saw that it wasn’t a boy, after all. The short hair and the clothes had had him fooled, but now that Reinhard could see the face better, he realized that it belonged to a girl – a small, thin girl of about ten years old with a pointed chin, wide mouth, dark eyebrows the shape of outstretched bird’s wings and hair that stuck out in clumps round her face. Her skin was sunburned, her clothes dirty and torn, her feet bare. She looked like a gypsy child. He noticed, too, that there was blood seeping from a cut on her knee and trickling down her leg. He stepped forward and placed the ball in her hand.

He said, ‘I am sorry. I should not perhaps be walking here. It is private?’

‘No, it isn’t,’ she said. ‘You can go wherever you like on the island. There’s no law against trespassing.’ She stared up at him; he saw that the eyes beneath the bird’s wings were smoky grey. ‘Where have you walked from?’

He turned to point at the woods behind him. ‘From the cove down there. I am sailing with my father and brother and we have moored our boat there. I do not know the name of the place.’

‘Glas Uig,’ she said. ‘That’s the Gaelic. It means Green Cove. Hamish and I go there a lot.’ She was frowning at him now. ‘Actually, it’s our special secret place.’

‘I’m very sorry,’ he said. ‘We did not know that.’

‘How did you find it?’

‘My father sailed here many years ago. He remembered that it was there.’

‘Oh.’

‘Don’t worry,’ he said gravely. ‘We won’t tell anybody else. It will still be your secret place. Who is Hamish, by the way?’

‘My brother.’ She nodded towards the plateau. ‘He’s up there. We’re playing croquet on the lawn and I went and hit my ball over the top. I’m always doing that.’

‘Croquet? I do not know this game.’

‘Oh, it’s good fun. Basically, you have to hit the ball through iron hoops stuck in the lawn.’

‘Not so difficult, then?’

‘Yes, it is, actually. It’s really quite complicated. You have to keep thinking several turns ahead, sort of like chess, and the other players can knock your ball out of the way if they want. You can earn extra shots, you see, if you hit one of the other balls. Hamish always wins, but I’ll beat him one day.’

‘What happens when you hit your ball far away, like you did just now?’

‘You can put it back three feet from the edge of the lawn and carry on. There’s no penalty.’

She was very amusing, he thought. So serious about her peculiar game and its peculiar rules. And so worried about him finding her secret cove. The frown was still there, a small crease between the smoky eyes.

‘What is your name?’

‘Stroma.’

It was new to him. ‘That is a Scottish name?’

‘Yes. My full name is Stroma Rosabella Mackay but, basically, I’m only a quarter Scottish. My mother is English and the Rosabella is after my grandmother who’s Canadian – that’s my father’s mother. She emigrated to Canada from Italy with her parents when she was a child and married my grandfather who’s a Scot, so my father’s half-Scottish and half-Canadian and I’m half-English, a quarter Scottish and a quarter Canadian.’

‘This is very confusing.’

‘Yes, it is, isn’t it? What’s your name?’

‘Reinhard. Reinhard Max Richter.’ He gave her a formal bow, as to a grown-up person. ‘I am all German. And I come from Hamburg.’

She moved the ball over to her left hand and held out her right one. The frown had vanished.

‘How do you do?’

He took her hand in his. It was filthy, he saw, the nails rimmed with black. So were her bare feet. He wondered if she ever took a bath.

‘How do you do?’

She said, ‘I thought you talked in a funny way.’

He rather prided himself on his English. They’d been very well taught at his school and he was the best in his class. His father spoke it well, too. So had his mother. He said stiffly, ‘I am sorry if my English is not so good.’

‘Oh no, it’s quite good,’ she assured him. ‘But you don’t pronounce the words the same as we do. And I’ve never heard of a Christian name like yours. What did you say it was?’

‘Reinhard,’ he said.

She giggled. ‘You sounded as though you were going to spit it out.’

He was not so amused. ‘It’s how we say our Rs. It’s normal to us.’ He found the English Rs equally strange: scarcely pronounced, and in some words, not at all. It was a ridiculous language compared with the logic of German. Grammar, rules, spelling – all impossible.

‘You can just say the R in the English way, if you want. It doesn’t matter.’ He looked up towards the big house again. ‘You are living here?’

If so, he was very surprised that she should be so dirty and poorly dressed.

‘Not all the time, worse luck. Basically, just in the summer. It belongs to my grandparents – my father’s parents that I told you about. They’ve lived here for ages. My grandfather was born on Islay, in Bowmore, but he went off to Canada when he grew up and made lots of money in oil. Then he married my grandmother and came back and bought the house and all the estate.’

‘What is the name of it?’

‘Craigmore. It’s my favourite place on earth. We come every summer for the school holidays. It’s rotten when we have to go back to London – that’s where we live with our parents.’

‘They do not come here with you?’

‘My father’s too busy – he’s a surgeon at a London hospital. And my mother hates it here, specially the weather. She used to come up with us but she stopped as soon as we were old enough to do the journey on our own. Sometimes we come at Christmas too but not every year because the journey takes ages and we only have a month’s holiday. Do you like living in Hamburg?’

‘Very much. It is a very beautiful city. We have beautiful old buildings, museums, the largest harbour in Germany, a big river, lakes, canals, parks . . . all kinds of good things.’

She seemed totally unimpressed. ‘What’s the weather like?’

‘Nice in summer but it can be very cold in winter and we get many fogs from the sea. In summer we go sailing at the weekends and in the holidays.’

‘Did you sail here all the way from Hamburg?’

‘Not from Hamburg. We came from Schleswig where we keep our boat. Usually we sail in the Baltic Sea, but this year we came across the North Sea to sail around Scotland and to see the islands.’ He could see that he had made a better impression now.

‘What kind of boat?’

‘A ketch. Two masts. About twelve metres long, you know.’ He spaced his hands. ‘Not so big and not so small. You have a boat too?’

‘Just an old dinghy. Twelve feet.’

‘That is how I learned to sail. In a small boat. I have sailed since I was very young. My father is a very good sailor. He has taught me and my brother.’

‘Are you bird-watching?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Looking at birds.’ She pointed to the binoculars hanging round his neck. ‘Through those. There’re hundreds of kinds here. The island’s famous for its birds and people come here specially to see them. That’s why I thought perhaps you had. Hamish and I sometimes borrow Grandfather’s old binoculars but they’re not as big as yours.’

He could hardly admit that the Zeiss binoculars had been used by his father from the bridge of his U-boat during the Great War, or that he had just been using them himself to spy on the house.

‘No, I am just looking at the scenery. At anything interesting.’

‘Did you see the whale’s jawbone at Glas Uig?’

Whale? He was not sure he understood her. ‘Walfisch, you mean, perhaps? The big fish?’

She corrected him. ‘It’s not a fish. It’s a mammal.’

‘Yes, of course. I know that.’ He swallowed his annoyance. ‘No, I did not see this bone.’

‘It’s stuck in the rocks. My grandfather says the whale must have come into the cove by mistake and then got trapped there, poor thing.’

‘Perhaps the whale was ill and came to die in peace. That is possible too.’

‘It might have done. Anyway, it happened a long time ago.’

The blood had reached her bare foot and was creeping towards her toes.

‘I think you have hurt yourself.’ He had forgotten the English word for knee and pointed to his own. ‘Here.’

‘Have I?’ She looked down. ‘Oh yes, I did it earlier. It’s nothing.’

‘But you should wash it.’

‘Whatever for?’

‘To clean it. It might become . . .’ He searched for another word. ‘Poisoned.’

‘Infected, you mean.’

‘Yes, that is what I meant. Infected.’

‘No, it won’t. I get cuts all the time. They never go bad.’

Well, it was none of his business. He took a swipe at the cloud of insects that had been gathering round his head. ‘What are these things?’

‘Midges. They come up out of the grass in summer, but they’re not too bad today.’

‘Well, they are very . . .’ He searched again for the right English word. ‘Irritating. And they bite.’ He swiped away some more.

‘Yes, I know. But we’re used to them and they don’t bother us too much. You won’t make them go away like that. Basically, it’s better not to take any notice of them.’

‘What does that word mean? I’ve never heard it before.’

‘What word?’

‘Basically.’

‘Oh . . . Well, it’s like simply . . . or actually . . . or only . . . That sort of thing.’

He was none the wiser.

There was a shout from above – a boy’s voice up on the plateau. ‘Come on, Stroma! What on earth are you doing down there?’

‘That’s Hamish. I’d better go. He’s waiting.’

She turned and made off up the slope, pausing once to call back over her shoulder. ‘Go wherever you want. Nobody will mind.’

She vanished over the top and he stood for a moment, staring after her. He had never met anyone like her. In Hamburg, little girls did not run wild in ragged boy’s clothes without shoes. Instead, they wore pretty frocks, socks and polished shoes and ribbons in their well-brushed hair. They were clean and decorous and orderly. But perhaps not so interesting?

Presently, he walked down towards the open cove below the house and, on the way, came across a small dry-stone wall enclosure ringed by trees and shrubs and with an iron gate set in the wall. Go wherever you want, she’d said. Nobody will mind. So . . . He opened the gate and found himself in a little garden.

In Germany, he lived in an apartment with his father and brother. It was a very large and pleasant apartment on the top floor of a tall building with wonderful views over the Alster lake, but there was no garden. He knew nothing about gardens but he could tell that this one had been created by somebody who did. No rough tussocks or reeds here but smoothly clipped grass, plants with leaves from palest to darkest green and beautiful flowers in bloom. The garden had been cleverly arranged to form sheltered nooks and, in one, he discovered a small waterfall running over rocks into a pool, and beside it, a wooden bench. He sat down for a moment, marvelling at the peace and stillness so close to the wildness of the Atlantic.

After a while, he made his way on down to the inlet, clambering over boulders to reach the rocks and the pebble shore. The tide was going out, brown seaweed and mud left behind, birds pecking about, gulls screaming and wheeling overhead. They had plenty of gulls in Hamburg and wild birds by the Baltic but some of these were strange to him.

He balanced on a rock and looked seawards through the binoculars. The sky was overcast, the water much more grey than blue. Scotland was all soft colours. Water colours, rather than oils. Nothing bright or gaudy. Some people, he supposed, would find that dull, but he didn’t. He was used to northern skies and northern light. Hamburg, after all, where he had been born and lived all his life, was almost as far north as here. And he was well-accustomed to cold winds and rough seas. Today the wind was moderate, the temperature mild, the sea quite calm; in bad weather it would be very different. The wind would come roaring down the narrow sound between the two islands and the waves would rush into the wide and unprotected mouth of this cove and hurl themselves against the rocks in great clouds of spray and spume. But the other cove, where Sturmwind was tied-up, would make a safe, snug little harbour. What had the girl called it in Gaelic? Glas Uig, or something like that. It meant green cove, which was an apt description with its wooded slopes. He thought of his father bringing his U-boat stealthily down the deep channel of the sound and slipping silently into that hidden place under the very noses of the enemy. The cool nerve! The audacity! He smiled to himself.

‘You were simply ages, Stroma. Why ever did you take so long?’

‘I met somebody. I was talking to him.’

‘Well, you might have been quicker about it. Who was it, anyway?’

‘A German.’

‘A German? What’s a German doing here?’

‘He’s sailing with his father and brother and they’ve moored their boat in Glas Uig.’

Her brother frowned. ‘Well, I wish they hadn’t. We don’t want anyone going there, especially not Germans. They might be spies, for all we know.’

Hamish loved reading spy stories. In the illustrations, spies were always short and dark and they spoke very bad English.

‘He didn’t look like one. And he found the ball for me.’

‘That doesn’t mean a thing. Spies always pretend to be nice. They have to fool everyone. Where’s he gone?’

She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I said he could walk anywhere he liked.’

Her brother strode to the edge of the lawn, wielding his croquet mallet like a weapon. ‘I can see the blighter. He’s standing on a rock and looking through binoculars. They’re pretty powerful ones, too. Zeiss, I’ll bet. We’d better tell Grandfather.’

Grandfather was at his desk in the library, writing a letter. He seemed unconcerned by Hamish’s news.

‘We are not at war with Germany now, Hamish, and I hope we never will be again. The war finished long ago. But I tell you what we’ll do. I’ll send one of the men over to Glas Uig with an invitation to dinner this evening so we can take a good look at these spies of yours.’

Which meant that they would have to wash and change. Stroma would have to put on proper clothes and socks and shoes and brush her hair. The rule was that they had to look clean and tidy for visitors and it wasn’t easy. Baths were only once a week. It meant unhooking the zinc bath from the scullery wall and filling the copper kettle from the cold water tap over the sink. The bath took several kettles full heated on the kitchen range, which then had to be mixed with cold water.

And Ellen, busy stirring pots on the range, was in one of her cross moods. ‘You’ll have to make do with the basin upstairs. I’ll no’ have you gettin’ in ma way. There’s far too much work to be done.’

Stroma carried the heavy kettle along the corridor to her bedroom. She tipped the hot water into the dresser bowl, added cold from the jug and set to work, washing her face with soap and flannel and scrubbing her hands and nails. Her legs were not only dirty but covered in scratches, old and new, and the cut on her knee had started bleeding again. Her feet were the worst of all, dirt ingrained in the skin, and she had to put the bowl on the floor and stand in it to get them clean.

She put on her kilt and a clean jumper, stuffed her feet into socks and shoes and brushed her hair. Cutting it herself with the kitchen scissors had been a big mistake; she had cut too much off in some places and not enough in others so that it looked an awful mess. She brushed it hard and pulled a hideous face at herself in the wardrobe mirror.

The German boy had spoken English with a funny accent but he hadn’t looked anything like the sinister spies in Hamish’s stories. True, he had been staring through his binoculars, but he might just have been admiring the view and, anyway, there was nothing to spy on except the island ferry going to and fro between Port Askaig and Kennacraig, and the distillery boats and fishing boats passing by. Sometimes a Royal Navy ship went through the sound, but not very often. As Grandfather had pointed out, the war had finished ages ago, long before she’d been born. There was no need to spy any more.

Just the same, the Germans had known about Glas Uig, which was strange because the narrow entrance was hard to spot. It was easy to sail past without noticing it or realizing that there was a deep cove beyond. Once upon a time, years and years ago, the old jetty had been used for loading sheep and cattle on to boats to be taken across to Jura and to the mainland, but now they left from Port Askaig or Port Ellen and nobody went to Glas Uig any more. Nobody except her and Hamish.

The dinner invitation had been delivered by an estate worker and though the Richters had had difficulty in understanding his Scottish speech, the writing was clear enough.

Sir Archibald and Lady Mackay would be pleased if you would care to dine with them at Craigmore House this evening. 7.30 for 8.00 p.m.

They had no smart clothes on board, but Father insisted on them wearing the most respectable available.

‘I do not wish us to be taken for pirates.’

The joke was that he could very easily have been taken for one in his U-boat days, and so could all his crew. There had been photos of Kapitänleutnant Richter returning from patrols in the war – bearded, long-haired, spotted scarf knotted round his neck, battered cap on his head. The U-boat men had always been welcomed back to their base by bands playing on the quayside, bouquets of flowers and smiling girls. They may have looked like pirates, but they were glorious heroes.

The lawn where the boy and girl had been playing their game of croquet lay on the seaward side of the house, a few feet below its level. As they walked up a gravel pathway to the front door, Reinhard could see iron hoops spaced out across the grass and a post painted with bands of colour in the centre. The girl had said that it was a complicated game but it looked simple enough to him.

The door was opened by a doddery old manservant who smelled of mothballs and whisky, and they followed him down a flagstone hallway lined with stuffed stag heads mounted on panelled walls. The manservant opened another door into a large room – a room with an elaborate plaster ceiling, fine old furniture and furnishings, rich velvet, Scottish tartan, a grand piano, silver-framed photographs, oil portraits and misty Scottish landscapes with shaggy, long-horned cattle, and a vast stone fireplace big enough to roast a sheep.

Their host rose to greet them. He was a tall, handsome gentleman with thick white hair. His wife was white-haired, too, and it was worn in an elegant coil at the back of her head. Reinhard could see that she must once have been very beautiful. This would be the Italian grandmother, Rosabella, who had emigrated as a child to Canada. He and Bruno followed Father’s lead, clicked their heels together smartly and bowed.

The grandmother said to him, ‘I believe you have already met my granddaughter, Stroma.’

He hadn’t noticed the girl until she stepped forward and he scarcely recognized her from the little urchin he had met before. She was wearing a kilt and a dark green woollen jumper; there were white socks and shiny shoes on her feet, and her hair had been brushed. And she was clean. Clean face and hands and legs, the blood washed away, a sticking plaster stuck crookedly over the cut knee. Underneath the dirt, she was surprisingly presentable. He smiled at her. Bowed politely.

‘Yes, indeed, we have met.’

She did not smile back.

‘And this is my grandson, Hamish.’

The brother was taller and older than he had expected – about fourteen, the same age as Bruno. Dark-haired, like his sister. He did not smile either.

Drinks were served – Scottish whisky for the grown-ups, lemonade for the rest of them. They made stilted conversation for a while until the manservant returned to announce that dinner was ready and they moved into another room – wood-panelled, like the hall, and with a long table laid with silver cutlery and crystal glasses. There were more portraits and misty Scottish landscapes on the walls and more Scottish tartan draping the windows.

Reinhard was seated next to the grandmother. He had half-expected her to have an Italian accent but it was Canadian by the sound of it and she was quite easy to understand. Easier, in fact, than the English who swallowed their words. He answered her questions carefully, anxious to get his English correct. He was seventeen years old, he told her, and, yes, he was still at high school in Hamburg, but he would be leaving next year. When she asked what he would be doing after that, he hesitated. Father answered for him.

‘We are a naval family, Lady Mackay. My late father and my grandfather were in the German Navy, and myself also, as my sons will be, in their turn. It is a matter of tradition, you understand.’

‘How interesting.’ The grandmother looked puzzled. ‘But I didn’t realize that there was a German Navy any more.’

‘Oh yes. It was agreed at the Treaty of Versailles that we should keep a small one and, lately, we have been permitted to increase it, so long as we remain less than half the strength of the Royal Navy. We have an excellent Naval Academy of our own for training young officers, the Marineschule at Mürwik. Very strict entrance tests and very high standards.’

The grandfather leaned forward. ‘Which branch of the German Navy were you in, Herr Richter?’

‘The U-boat force.’ His father smiled agreeably. ‘But, of course, now I sail only small sailing boats.’

‘You were a commander?’

‘Yes, indeed.’

‘There were a number of U-boats operating in this area during the war. Did you ever come our way, by any chance?’

Reinhard waited with interest for his father to reply. He had not only come their way but hidden his submarine in their cove and stolen their sheep.

‘Occasionally. The sound is deep enough in the centre for a submarine to be able to pass through.’

‘Yes, we know that. However, I understand that the German Navy no longer has any submarines.’

‘We have a few small coastal boats capable of submerging – so small that we call them canoes. They are of no significance.’

This was not the whole truth. Father knew all about the Ubootwaffe that was being built up in secret. The so-called canoes would soon be replaced by much larger under-sea boats; in the meantime, they made useful training vessels. U-boat crews were still considered special: an elite force, much admired and respected by everyone. Reinhard would have no hesitation in becoming one of them, assuming he passed the rigorous training.

The grandfather was speaking again. ‘Your expansion into the Rhineland last March took us by surprise, you see. We are concerned, in this country, that Germany abides by the Treaty rules.’

Father said smoothly, ‘We only reoccupied what was originally ours, Sir Archibald. To give us more living space, that is all. It was not so surprising.’

This was perfectly true. The Rhineland had belonged to Germany before the Allies had taken it away. The French had tried to make use of it and failed pathetically; it was only right that it should return to the Fatherland.

The girl, Stroma, was sitting on Reinhard’s other side, and so far she had not uttered a word or even looked his way. Maybe it was shyness, but she had not seemed at all shy before.

He said to her, ‘After I had met you, I found a very beautiful garden. A secret garden surrounded by a wall.’

‘It’s my grandmother’s,’ she answered, her eyes fixed on her plate. ‘Mack made it for her.’

‘Who is Mack?’

‘The gardener. Grandmother wanted somewhere to sit out of the wind. She told him what to plant and where and he did it for her. And the men built the dry-stone wall. There’s always a wind here.’

‘Well, it’s a very good place. I sat there for a little time myself. I hope that was permittable.’

‘Permissible,’ she said to her plate. ‘You mean permissible.’

‘Yes, of course. Permissible.’ He flushed at his mistake. The English language tricked you all the time. Made a complete fool of you, if you weren’t careful.

‘Grandmother wouldn’t mind you going there. Basically, you can go anywhere you like on the island. Nobody locks their houses, or anything like that.’

‘The people must be very friendly.’

‘Not really. If you weren’t born on the island you’re an incomer – that’s what they call them.’

‘You were born here?’

‘No, I was born in London, where my parents live.’

‘So you, too, are an incomer?’

‘Yes. And Hamish. So’s my grandmother. My father and grandfather are ilich though. That’s Gaelic. It means they were born here.’

‘I wonder what your islanders would think of real foreigners – like us?’

She muttered at her plate. ‘They wouldn’t trust you.’

He suspected that she didn’t trust him either; nor did the brother. The grandparents were very polite and smiling on the surface but you couldn’t tell what they were thinking underneath. The British were suspicious of Germans – his father had often said so. They wanted to keep them crushed under their heel so that they could never rise again. The Treaty at the end of the Great War had punished Germany very harshly and the Allies should not be surprised if Germans got tired of such humiliating and unfair treatment. Adolf Hitler, the Führer, had promised to undo the wrongs of the Treaty, to unite the German people and to give them space for living. He had taken back the Rhineland, which was of course theirs by right. But it was better not to speak about that. It would not be polite, as an invited guest. It was safer to speak of other things.

He said to the girl, ‘I like this house very much. It has much character. Is it very old?’

‘Yes. Very. There was a castle here before but most of it fell down and the house was built with the old stones.’

He had looked in vain for lights. ‘Is there no electricity?’

‘Oh, no. Just oil lamps and candles. And there’s only one tap with any running water in the house. In the scullery. It’s cold water, of course. Very cold, actually. It comes straight from the burn,’ she went on – rather gleefully, he thought. Perhaps she was trying to shock him? ‘And the water comes out all brown because of the peat.’

‘Peat? What is peat?’

‘It comes from bogs on the island. You dig it up and dry it out for fuel. It doesn’t smell much then, but when it burns it smells lovely. Like smoky flowers. They use it for making the whisky. Which is why it tastes so special.’

‘But you only have one tap for water in such a big house? That is not very . . .’ He struggled for the right word. ‘Very convenient.’

‘Oh, we don’t mind. We have to tie an old sock over it to stop wriggly things getting through from the burn, but sometimes they do anyway. A serpent came out of the tap once.’

‘A serpent?’ My God, what did she mean?

‘An adder. A snake.’ She wriggled her hand along the table edge. ‘It slithered around in the sink till Ellen, the cook, put it outside with a broom.’

‘That must have been a big surprise.’

‘Not really. There are lots of adders on the island but they’re not really poisonous. Hamish got bitten once but it wasn’t too bad.’ She gave him a sideways look, probably still hoping to shock him. ‘Craigmore’s very old-fashioned. There aren’t any bathrooms or proper lavatories, of course, and Grandfather won’t have a telephone. He likes it that way. Ellen – that’s our cook-housekeeper – does all the washing in the outhouse in a copper.’

‘A copper?’

‘It’s a great big basin made of copper, with a tap on the side so you can drain it. You fill it with water and light a fire under it to heat the water up.’

He thought of the modern apartment in Hamburg – so well-appointed, so comfortably furnished, so civilized.

‘Perhaps your grandmother would prefer to live somewhere else – somewhere more modern?’

‘No, she loves it here. It was just the same where she was born in Canada. She’s used to it.’

‘So, your grandfather would never wish to sell the house?’

‘Sell Craigmore?’ She stared at him as though he had said something lunatic. Even insulting. ‘Of course not. Why would he ever do such a thing?’

So if Father still had any hopes of buying the house, it seemed unlikely that it would be possible – at any price. Reinhard changed the subject. ‘I have seen the bone of the whale you spoke of.’ He had noticed it wedged in the rocks at the cove, just above the high-water mark. ‘It must have been a very big whale. We have seen a minke whale near the sound from our boat but it was not so big. What kind was this one?’

She shrugged. ‘I’ve no idea.’

‘An orca, perhaps?’

Another shrug.

The grandfather was asking his father more questions. What route had they taken from Germany? What other islands had they visited? Where were they going after Islay? Father was answering the questions politely and he made it sound so simple. They had come directly across the North Sea, sailed round the northern coast of Scotland, between the Orkney Islands and the mainland, and then down through the Inner Hebrides. They had already visited Skye and Mull and now Islay and planned to explore some more islands before returning to Hamburg by the same way. They usually sailed in the Baltic but now that his sons were old enough, he had decided to widen their horizons. Give them some experience of other places and a bit of a challenge.

‘Your wife’s not a sailor as well?’ the grandfather asked.

‘She died some years ago.’

‘I’m very sorry to hear that, Herr Richter.’

‘Yes, it was a great loss to us.’

They progressed from the main course – a mutton stew, which reminded Reinhard of the stolen sheep – to a pudding made of cherries and sponge. It was good, though he didn’t much care for the yellow sauce with the wrinkly skin that went with it.

Afterwards the grandmother suggested a game of croquet.

‘Just you young ones while we sit and have coffee.’

Reinhard said, ‘I regret that my brother and I do not know how to play this game.’

‘Oh, that doesn’t matter. Hamish and Stroma will show you.’ She smiled at him. ‘It’s just for fun. There’s no need to take it seriously.’

But he took all competitive sports seriously – athletics, tennis, swimming – and he didn’t care to lose. His father had always stressed the importance of winning. Second best was not good enough, third was a humiliation, fourth a disgrace and anything else unthinkable. The girl’s brother was watching him. Hamish always wins, she had told him.

The grandfather said, ‘You can play doubles – you and your brother against Hamish and Stroma. Does that sound all right to you?’

Father would not expect him to refuse; it would be discourteous to their host. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Excellent.’

Outside, there was still plenty of daylight left – a long Scottish summer evening. Even some sunlight. They went down mossy stone steps on to the lawn where the brother handed out the heavy sticks and told them the rules. There were six hoops and four balls – blue, black, red and yellow. One side would use the blue and black balls, the other the red and yellow. The point of the game, apparently, was to move your ball round the lawn by striking it with the stick (called a mallet), so that it went through all six hoops in the correct order and direction and then hit the peg stuck in the middle of the lawn. Both partners must achieve this in order to become the winners. Turns were to be taken in the sequence of the peg’s four painted bands, starting with the blue. Passing through a hoop was known as ‘running it’ and earned an extra shot, and if you hit one of the other three balls this was called making a ‘roquet’ and you must then place your own ball in contact with the one you’d just hit and hit it again with your ball. This was called ‘taking croquet’ and could only be done once to that ball between hoops.

Hamish had spoken fast, running his words together in the way that the English did, but Reinhard had listened very closely and it all sounded quite easy. They tossed a coin for which side should start, and almost immediately he discovered that it wasn’t easy at all. The brother was as good as he had feared, and Stroma, though she was wild with the mallet, was often lucky. Whenever the brother earned extra shots, which was frequently, he would use his own ball to whack one of theirs hard, sending it rolling across the lawn, far away from the hoop. Stroma did the same, if she got the chance, though she couldn’t hit as hard.

‘It’s part of the game,’ the brother told Reinhard when he protested. ‘Tactics, you see. You have to plan ahead. A bit like chess.’

He played on grimly, convinced now that the match had been set up deliberately to humiliate them. Hamish and Stroma had both finished and won while he and Bruno were still trailing far behind.

‘Bad luck!’ the brother called out and they all shook hands in a very sporting English manner.

Luck had had nothing to do with it; they had never stood a chance. He swiped angrily at his ball and sent it cannoning over the lawn edge. When he went to find it, the girl came after him and helped him search in the long grass. This time it was she who found the ball and held it out. It was all he could do not to snatch it from her.

She looked up at him. ‘You’re jolly cross about losing, aren’t you?’

‘No,’ he lied. ‘Not at all.’

‘Yes, you are. I can tell. You’re scowling and looking awfully angry. Really furious, actually. You’re not a very good sport, are you?’

He knew that the British set great store by good sportsmanship. If you lost you must look as happy as if you had won and be sure to congratulate your opponent as you shook hands, which he and Bruno had failed to do.

‘I am sorry. I do not often lose. Winning is important to me.’

‘But that’s silly. It’s only a game. It doesn’t really matter whether you win or lose.’

‘It matters to me,’ he said.

When they climbed back up to the lawn, Bruno and the brother had disappeared. The sun, he saw, was sinking down in a crimson blaze of glory.

‘The skies here are very wonderful.’ He tried to make up for his poor behaviour. ‘I think they are even better than we have in Germany.’

She shrugged her shoulders. ‘I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been to Germany.’

From her cool tone he understood that she had not approved at all of his bad sportsmanship. ‘Then you must come one day when you are older. It’s not so far away to visit. You could come to Hamburg and stay at our home. When you are bigger. How old are you now?’

‘Twelve.’

Older than he had thought; she was very small for her age. A little shrimp standing beside him. He could easily pick her up and carry her under one arm if he wanted – which would probably make her as angry as he had been about losing the game of croquet.

‘I am seventeen.’

‘Yes, I know. I heard you tell my grandmother. And you’re going to join the German Navy when you leave school. That’s what your father said.’ For some reason she didn’t seem to approve of that either.

‘If I am accepted into the Academy.’

‘Will you be in a submarine, like your father?’

‘I hope so. We call them U-boats.’

‘I know. There are pictures of them in Hamish’s war comics.’

‘Comics?’

‘Sort of magazines. Adventures about the war. He’s got stacks of them. They show German U-boats fighting with the Royal Navy and torpedoing our ships. Is that what your father did?’

‘He sank some ships, yes.’ Seventy-eight to be precise but, of course, he would not tell her that. It was on the tip of his tongue, though, to tell her about his father going in to Glas Uig and stealing the sheep, but he stopped himself in time.

She said, ‘I think it’s a sneaky sort of thing to do – hide under water to attack ships.’

He did not know the word she had used, but he guessed its meaning.

‘Submarines are not always under water – they must often come to the surface. And the British Navy has submarines, too, you know.’

‘They’re not like U-boats.’

He couldn’t see her expression because the wind was blowing her hair across her face, but he felt her deep disapproval.

She said, ‘Hamish thought you were German spies.’

‘Spies?’ He was taken aback. ‘But we are not at war now.’

‘We might be again one day.’

‘In Germany, we hope this could never happen.’

But he was not so sure that it was true. His country could not be kept subjugated forever. So, perhaps, there might have to be another war one day. Perhaps he might have to sink British merchant ships, like Father had done, and fight against the Royal Navy.

They went on watching the sky changing, the crimson spreading like spilled paint across the sky. He had certainly never seen such a sunset.

She said suddenly, and in a much softer tone, ‘I’m very sorry about your mother dying. It must have been awful.’

‘Yes. It was not nice.’

He remembered it very well: the visits to the hospital, his mother’s efforts to keep on speaking and smiling as she grew paler and thinner, shrinking in her white bed. Towards the end, she had given up trying to speak and smile and lay still and silent with her eyes shut. He had been ten years old, Bruno seven.

‘Who looked after you afterwards?’

‘My father, and our servant, Greta, who we have had for many years. And we were going to school every day in Hamburg.’

She corrected him once more. ‘We went to school – not we were going. You’d only say that if you were in the middle of going somewhere when something else happened.’

He said stiffly, ‘We went to school.’

‘What about during the holidays?’

‘Father always takes us sailing and we always play much sport.’ His English was probably wrong again but he went on quickly, before she could interrupt. ‘We are always busy. But, of course, we are not so lucky to have a beautiful island like this.’ He was trying to make more amends not only for being unsporting but also a suspected spy. ‘When will you leave here?’

‘In September. When we have to go back to school.’ She pulled a face. ‘Ugh!’

‘You do not like your school?’

‘They’re sending me to a new one next term – a boarding school miles away. I know I’ll hate it.’

‘Perhaps not.’

‘Yes, I will.’ She sounded very certain.

‘Well, we leave tomorrow morning, so you must come and see our boat before we go. You and Hamish.’ He gave her a winning smile – his most charming, which he knew was very charming indeed. ‘Then we can show you that we are certainly not spies.’

They went indoors and, before the evening ended, the grandmother played the grand piano. He thought that the waltz was probably by Chopin and it was very pleasant to sit listening to it in the fine old room. He’d never learned any musical instrument himself, but his father had a big collection of records – the heavier-going works of Beethoven, Wagner, Bach, and so on. When the grandmother had finished and they had applauded politely, he asked the girl if she played too.

‘A bit.’

‘I am sure that you are very good.’

‘Actually, I’m very bad.’

The grandmother said, ‘Don’t talk such nonsense, Stroma. Reinhard would like to hear you play, wouldn’t you, Reinhard? I think the Nocturne would be very nice.’

She went unwillingly over to the piano and wriggled to the edge of the stool so that she could reach the pedals. She was biting her lower lip in concentration as she started to play. So serious, so intent that he wanted to smile. She was not as good as her grandmother, of course, and her hands were too small to reach some of the chords properly, but she’d lied to him about being very bad. He listened intently, his eyes fixed on her.

Later that evening, once the visitors had gone, Stroma told her brother of Reinhard’s invitation.

Surprisingly, Hamish agreed. ‘I think we ought to go, so we can see if there’s anything suspicious.’

‘What sort of thing?’

‘A radio transmitter . . . secret code books . . . cameras . . . things like that. Keep your eyes peeled.’

‘Reinhard wouldn’t have asked us to go there if they were spies.’

‘Yes, he would. To put us off the scent. Actually, I thought Bruno seemed quite decent – for a German. When I showed him my models, he thought they were brilliant.’ Hamish’s bedroom was full of model ships that he’d made. ‘I asked him about their Navy and he said they don’t have much of one at the moment. He’s really more interested in planes and he’d sooner join their Air Force, though his father doesn’t know it. They’re only supposed to fly gliders at the moment, but I bet they don’t stick to that. You can’t trust them an inch.’

Stroma lay in bed that night, listening to the quiet splashing of the sea against the rocks, and thinking about the elder brother. He was sunburned, which made his eyes look very blue and his teeth very white, and the sun had bleached his hair blond. A spy would never look like that, whatever Hamish said. Spies were small and dark and ugly: nothing like Reinhard at all.

It was raining the next morning – misty curtains of drizzle drifting in from the sea and moving across the island. Reinhard waited on deck until he saw the brother and sister come out of the woods and clamber across the boulders on to the stone jetty. Unlike himself, they wore no waterproof clothing – only shorts and woollen jumpers – and their feet were bare. From the way they hopped aboard Sturmwind he could see that they were familiar with boats.

‘You are very wet,’ he said to the girl, who had ignored his outstretched, helping hand. ‘I hope you will not take a cold.’ Her hair was plastered flat to her head, raindrops running down her face and dripping off the end of her nose.

‘Oh, no. We never do. We’re used to it. It’s catch a cold, not take, by the way. Just in case you wanted to know.’

He hadn’t wanted to know at all. ‘Well, I hope you will not catch one.’

His father, in a very good humour, took charge, conducting their visitors down the companion ladder and showing them the galley on the port side, the chart table on the starboard, the saloon which doubled as the main cabin, the forward cabin where he and Bruno slept. Everything was very clean and tidy and well polished; it always was.

Father clapped his hand on Hamish’s shoulder.

‘So, what do you think of our Sturmwind?’

‘She’s very nice indeed, sir.’

‘Are you a good sailor?’

‘I’m not too bad, sir.’

‘And your sister?’

‘She’s pretty hopeless.’

His father laughed. ‘But she will get better when she is older and stronger. If we come back to Islay one day, you must both come to sail with us.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

Reinhard doubted that they would come back for years, if ever. By next summer he would have finished at high school and, with luck, he would be going to the Naval Academy as soon as he had done his National Labour Service. There would be no time for long sailing holidays; time only for study and hard work.

Back on deck, as they were leaving, he said to Stroma, ‘I will write a letter to you from Hamburg, if you don’t mind. Perhaps you will write also to give us your news?’

She blinked up at him through the rain. ‘We don’t really have any.’

‘But you could still write,’ he persisted. ‘There is always something to say. And it would make my English more good.’

‘Better. Not more good. It’s good, better, best.’

Damn and blast the English language! It caught him out every time. And besser was so close.

‘Of course, I remember this now. Good, better, best. Bad, worse, worst.’

‘And I’d make it worse. I’m rotten at writing letters.’

‘I do not believe this, Stroma. And you could correct my mistakes.’

He smiled down at her persuasively. He very much wanted her to like him, though there didn’t seem any chance of it.

‘It’s Stroma. Not Shtroma,’ she said.

‘I am sorry. Strowmaaah.’ He mocked her English pronunciation a little. ‘Now, let us see if you can say my name properly. Or perhaps you have forgotten it?’

‘No, I haven’t.’

‘So, what is it?’

‘Reinhard.’

She pronounced the R in the flat English way, but at least she had remembered his name.

He persisted. ‘Then you will write to me, please?’

She was looking down at the deck now, not up at him, drawing a circle on the deck with her big toe and leaving a muddy mark which would not please his father.

‘Why?’

‘Because I would like you to.’

He saw her cheeks flush. She was still busy drawing circles, still refusing to look up.

‘Stroma? Will you?’

She shrugged. ‘I suppose so – if you really want me to.’

‘But I do not know your address in London, to send a letter.’

‘You can write to Craigmore. They’ll forward it.’

‘Very well. And I will put my address in Hamburg for you to answer.’

The brother had already jumped ashore and was striding off, calling over his shoulder. ‘Come on, Stroma.’

She lifted her head then and he looked down at her, wondering how he could somehow keep her a little longer.

‘I must go,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry.’

He did what he had been longing to do and picked her up, cradling her against him. He carried her from the deck across to the jetty where he set her down gently.

Her cheeks were bright pink now but she hadn’t protested or struggled. She likes me after all, he realized, amazed. She has forgiven me for being unsporting and she doesn’t really believe that I am a spy. She likes me . . . as much as I like her. I’m sure of it.

‘So . . .’ He took her small and dirty hand in his. ‘Auf Wiedersehen, Stroma.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means until we meet again.’

‘I don’t suppose we ever will, do you?’

‘I hope so, very much. One day.’

When she tugged at her hand he had to let her go. He watched her running along the jetty and scrambling over the rocks. She turned to wave just once before she disappeared into the woods.

‘Did you notice anything suspicious?’ Hamish asked as they climbed the hillside.

‘No.’

‘Didn’t you see that German camera on the table in the cabin? It was a jolly expensive one.’

‘I expect they were taking pictures of scenery and things.’

‘I say, whose side are you on, Stroma?’

‘I’m not on anybody’s side. I just don’t think the Richters are spies. Anyway, Reinhard said he’d write to me. He wouldn’t do that if he was a spy.’

‘Write to you?’ Hamish stared at her. ‘What on earth for?’

The apartment in Hamburg had a fine view of the outer Alster. The leaves on the trees along the lake’s edge were turning and some of them had already fallen to the ground. It would be the same in the woods above Glas Uig, Reinhard thought. The Green Cove would not be looking quite so green now.

Stroma and Hamish would have gone back to London and to their schools. He hoped that she liked her new school, after all.

It had been stupid of him not to ask for their home address in London, but he would send a letter to Craigmore and the grandparents would surely forward it on. He could tell her all about their journey back, when Sturmwind’s rudder had broken halfway across the North Sea. They had managed to fix it up temporarily and had limped home, but it had not been at all easy. Even Father had been quite worried.

He would be sure to put his own address in Hamburg very clearly. Then, perhaps, she would write back.
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