The Boat They Said Was Empty
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Preview—Chapters 1–3 of a work in progress
This preview contains the first three chapters of a planned ten-chapter story. It is not a complete novel.
1. The Orange Coat
The man collecting the boat wanted Mara to sign that it was empty.
He put his finger on the line and held the paper there while the wind lifted its corners. Behind him, the flatbed's amber light turned against the windows of the boatyard office. It was five thirty-seven. Her job ended at six.
“I do stores,” she said. “I don't inspect boats.”
“Then get whoever does.”
Mara looked through the glass door. Ruth was on the phone beneath the photograph of the yard as it had been in 1989: three sheds, twenty people, no fence. There were four people left now, counting Mara, and one of the sheds had a padlock from the receiver. She tapped the glass. Ruth lifted a finger without looking up.
The driver wore clean running shoes. He had parked where the red paint said KEEP CLEAR and left his engine running. Not a boat person, Mara thought, then disliked herself for the easy judgement. Ben had been a boat person.
“The Alder's still at the east finger?” she asked.
“That's what I'm here for.”
She could not see that berth from the office. The repair shed stood between. But on the tablet beside the till, the yard's camera showed the launch sitting in dull afternoon light. Blue hull. White cabin. Two orange fenders along its port side. A rectangle in the corner said LIVE.
A gull settled on the rail behind the boat.
Mara pulled the collection folder towards her. Ruth had authorised the sale; the driver had a transport order and a name that matched. None of that made Mara qualified to say what was in the cabin.
“I'll get the mechanic.”
“He's gone.”
Owen's truck was gone. That wasn't necessarily the same thing.
Her phone vibrated against the folder. Her sister had sent a photograph of a supermarket shelf and the message, This one or the cheaper one?
Coffee. Mara had asked for coffee as though next week would be ordinary. She wrote cheaper, deleted it, and put the phone away.
From the public road came a car horn, then another. The driver turned, annoyed at the noise. Beyond the fence, two people stood on the verge facing the strait. One was pointing.
Mara stepped past the office wall.
Out on the water was a strip of orange so bright that she thought, absurdly, of a door opening in the sky. Dark shapes broke it into three uneven columns. It shivered, diminished, and came back.
“Bloody hell,” the driver said.
She took her phone out again. Her first photograph was mostly fence.
“Is that a boat?”
The woman on the road called something about the phantom ship. The man beside her laughed, but he kept filming.
Mara called 911.
She gave the operator the yard's address, said she was looking south-east from the office, and described a bright light or possible fire on the water. No, she couldn't judge the distance. No, she hadn't seen anybody. She answered the questions and stayed where she was. A childhood's worth of stories about burning ships had supplied her with precisely nothing useful to tell a dispatcher.
When she finished, the orange had gone.
“Probably the sun,” the driver said.
“Possibly.”
It would be a relief if it was. She wanted it to be. Two years ago she had learned how long people could go on hoping that somebody had simply taken a boat somewhere else.
Ruth came out with her phone in her hand.
“Please tell me you haven't put that on Facebook.”
“I reported it.”
“Good.” Ruth rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Fine. That's good. Owen's checking the pump room. Can you tell him to release the Alder? I need the office clear at six.”
“I'm not signing the empty-boat line.”
“Then Owen can sign it.”
Ruth went back inside. No argument, no threat. Mara felt foolish for having braced for one.
She walked round the shed towards the east finger. Water slapped beneath the boards, lifting scraps of brown weed against the piles. A rope lay across the walkway beside a green bait tub. She stepped over it, then stopped.
The Alder's berth was empty.
Both orange fenders were gone with it. A wet loop of line hung from the cleat.
She called Owen. His phone rang somewhere inside the pump room. A moment later he emerged with a torch between his teeth and one sleeve dark to the elbow.
“Where's the Alder?” she asked.
He took the torch out. “East finger.”
“Look.”
He did. The expression on his face changed before he said anything.
“Could Ruth have moved it?” Mara asked.
“With what crew?”
Owen walked to the cleat and crouched, not touching the rope. Then he looked out towards the mouth of the harbour.
“Don't go after it,” Mara said.
“In what?”
She almost laughed. His truck was being serviced. The other working launch had been sold on Monday. Two people at the end of a dock, with a toolbox and a torch, were not a rescue service.
“The camera says it's here.”
Owen stared at her.
“In the office. Just now.”
They went back together. The driver had his paperwork under one arm and was smoking by the gate. Ruth was closing a drawer.
“The Alder's gone,” Owen said.
Ruth's hand stayed on the drawer handle.
“No. The camera—”
Mara turned the tablet so they could all see it. The launch sat at the berth. A gull settled on the rail behind it.
“There,” Ruth said, with such relief that Mara felt a little of it herself. “You must be looking at—”
“I know where I am,” Owen said.
Mara touched the screen. LIVE remained in the corner. No date, no clock. She had never liked that. The installer had said the time was in the recorder, where it mattered.
She looked at the gull. It lifted one wing and pecked beneath it.
“Maybe it's stuck,” she said.
“It's moving.” Ruth reached for the tablet, then stopped. “Don't reset anything. I'll call the camera company.”
Mara opened her phone's photographs. She had taken one at four twelve, to show her sister the rip in her orange raincoat. The coat hung over the east camera housing in the picture, its torn cuff dangling beside the lens. She had climbed the three low steps of the maintenance platform to put it there while she cleared a fallen branch; the housing had been warm and dry. Then Ruth had called her to count the lifejackets. She had left it.
A wet coat on a warm box. A stupid place to put it.
“Owen. My coat.”
He looked through the window towards the corner of the shed. Then he went outside.
Mara followed him as far as the doorway and recorded on her phone. She kept the office clock in the opening shot, walked beside Owen, and filmed the orange coat still draped across the front of the camera housing. Its body covered the lens. She asked him to lift it away. He did, and she filmed the uncovered lens and the label underneath: EAST BERTH.
Back in the office, the tablet still showed the Alder.
Mara laid the damp coat on the counter. Water spread under a stack of discount leaflets.
“That picture isn't from now,” she said.
Ruth watched the gull lift its wing.
For several seconds nobody spoke.
It did not prove who had taken the boat. It did not even prove somebody had interfered with the camera. Mara knew the difference between a fact and the thing you wanted it to mean. She had spent two years on the wrong end of other people's certainty.
Ruth picked up the collection form and drew a line through the release box.
“Tell the driver we can't release it. Owen, find out who last had the keys. Mara, send me what you just filmed. The original file, please.”
“I'll keep mine too.”
“Of course you will.”
That was the first thing Ruth had said all week that hadn't made Mara feel temporary.
She sent the video, then called back to report the missing launch. This time she could name a real boat, its colour and its berth. She said she did not know whether its absence had anything to do with the light. She would not let the two facts become one because they had happened close together.
Owen stood beside the key board. The Alder's tag hung on an empty hook.
“Spare?” Ruth asked.
“In your safe.”
She went to check.
Mara opened the routine camera-export folder on the office computer. Keeping collection receipts and the daily clips together was one of her closing tasks; yesterday's folder was still on the desktop. She did not have the recorder password. She didn't need it to read files already supplied to the office.
There were six clips, each named for a berth and a time. Today's east-berth clip was eleven minutes long. Mara opened it. The boat was there. The gull landed. An orange fender rolled in a small swell.
At the edge of the frame, a man passed behind the repair shed. Only his shoulder and his right hand were visible. He was carrying a white rectangular case with a black handle.
Owen made a small sound.
“What?”
“Run that back.”
She did.
He leaned closer, his wet sleeve leaving a mark on the desk. The man's hand was taped across two fingers. On the case, below the handle, was an uneven blue cross.
Mara knew that cross. Ben had painted it on his mother's old sewing-machine case when he made it into a first-aid box. He had never centred anything in his life.
“That doesn't mean it's him,” she said.
“I know.” Owen's voice had gone flat.
“Somebody could have the case.”
“I know.”
He reached past her, not for the keyboard but for the cheap blue mug beside the monitor. He turned its handle back and forth. He didn't drink.
Mara looked at the clip's name again. It carried today's date.
Ruth came out of the inner office holding the spare key.
“Found it. What's happened?”
Mara stopped the picture with the white case halfway into view.
“We need to know when this was recorded.”
Owen put the mug down carefully.
“I can tell you that,” he said. “It's the day Ben died.”
2. What Owen Remembered
Mara let the picture run until the case disappeared. Then she ran it again.
Owen stepped away from the desk.
“You said you hadn't seen him,” she said.
“I said I didn't see him leave.”
“No. You came to our kitchen. Leah made tea. You said you hadn't seen him all afternoon.”
Outside, the truck's engine revved. Ruth went to the door and spoke to the driver. Mara heard the words wasted trip, then Ruth saying she understood. It was strange that somebody could still be upset about a wasted trip.
Owen pulled at the wet cuff of his shirt.
“You remember the words better than I do.”
“Yes.”
He looked at her then. She had expected an apology. What she saw instead was irritation, quick and ugly, before he lowered his eyes.
“I wasn't in a good state either.”
Mara stood. The chair caught the corner of the counter and stayed wedged behind her. For a moment she couldn't move without shoving it, and the trapped feeling was worse than anything he had said.
“Neither were we.”
Ruth came back carrying the unsigned form. She stopped between them.
“I'm not having this in here.”
“Then give me the clip.”
“You can have a copy. You cannot start accusing people before we know what we're looking at.”
Mara gripped the chair back. The temptation was to tell Ruth exactly how often that rule had been applied to Ben.
Instead she pulled the chair free.
“Send it to me yourself. With the name it has now.”
Ruth sat at the computer. She attached the file to an email, added the filename in the message and copied Owen. Mara watched the progress bar fill. When the message arrived on her phone, she opened it long enough to see the boat and the same gull.
A copy. Not answers. But something she would still have after the office closed.
Ruth's phone rang. She put the caller on speaker and told the camera technician what they had found.
“Don't unplug the recorder,” he said. “I'll be there in the morning. What does the top of the tablet say when you leave full screen?”
Ruth touched the edge. A narrow browser bar appeared above the picture.
“Yard sales demo.”
There was a pause.
“That isn't the live page.”
“It's got LIVE written on it.”
“The old demo kept the overlay. I need to check who opened it and what's running on the recorder. Please don't change either one.”
Ruth wrote his instructions on the back of an envelope. Mara felt a small, humiliating disappointment. She had caught a lie in a picture; she hadn't caught a liar.
“Why is there a demo of this yard?” she asked.
“For the sale,” Ruth said. “The buyer wanted to see what came with the office.”
“And the clip in today's folder?”
“I exported the one that was playing. Before lunch. I thought it was the east camera.”
“You exported eleven minutes and didn't notice?”
“I clicked a button and went back to the buyer's inventory. Yes. That's what I did.”
Ruth pressed the heel of her hand against her eye. For once Mara could see how badly she wanted somebody else to be responsible.
The technician was still on the line. He said he would preserve what was there before trying to fix it. Ruth gave him the number from the missing-boat report and asked him to contact the police about the camera problem as well.
Owen had put on his jacket. He lifted the toolbox from beside the door.
“Where did the old video come from?” Mara asked him.
He set the toolbox down again.
“I found a drive in the parts cupboard last week. Ruth asked for anything belonging to the office system. I gave it to the camera fellow.”
“Did you watch it?”
“No.”
“How do you know that?” Ruth asked.
Owen looked at her. “Because I was the one not watching it.”
For the first time that evening, Mara nearly smiled. It passed before it reached her mouth.
A car pulled in behind the departing flatbed. Leah got out with two grocery bags and a paper cup balanced on the roof. She tried to open the passenger door with her elbow, failed, and set one bag on the gravel.
Mara went to help.
“I thought you'd want something hot,” Leah said. “Don't look at it. Just drink it.”
The cup held coffee with too much milk. Mara put both hands round it.
“We found a video.”
Leah closed the car door slowly.
“Of what?”
“The yard. Maybe the day it happened.”
“Maybe.”
“Owen says—”
Leah looked past her at the office. “Of course he does now.”
It was so unlike what Mara had expected that she stopped.
“I thought you'd tell me to leave it.”
“I can want you to come home and still want to know why he lied to us.” Leah lifted the bag from the gravel. “Those aren't different families.”
Mara reached for it, but Leah kept it.
“I need to be at work by eight. If you stay, you have to find your own way back.”
“I'll walk.”
“In that coat?”
Mara looked down at the torn cuff. Leah put the coffee on the hood, opened the trunk and took out an old quilted jacket. There was a child's mitten in one pocket. She shook it out and handed the jacket over.
“Send me what you have. Before somebody tells you it'll only upset me.”
Mara sent the email on. Leah waited until her own phone chimed, then kissed her sister's cheek and drove away. The frozen groceries went with her. The warmth of the spare jacket stayed.
Owen was sitting on the maintenance steps, the toolbox between his boots. Mara sat on the bottom step, far enough away that he would have to speak up.
“What makes you sure about the date?”
He pointed through the fence towards the service road.
“The yellow crane. You can see the bottom of it in the clip. We had it for a lift. One day, that whole autumn.”
“Which is something we can check.”
“Yes.”
“What else?”
He rubbed a spot on his knuckle.
“I wrapped his fingers. He caught them under a battery. Told him to get it looked at, but he wouldn't go.”
“Ben never went when he could make somebody else worry for free.”
Owen gave a short breath that might have been a laugh. Mara hated him for sharing it with her. She hated the relief of sharing it back.
“That doesn't date a picture,” she said.
“No.”
“Did you see him take the case?”
“Yes.”
“Where?”
“Beside the repair shed.”
The same place as the clip. Mara stared at the gravel, where a screw lay with its point up. She picked it out and placed it on the step.
“You knew he had the first-aid box. And when people said he took the boat out drunk—”
“I didn't say that.”
“You let it sit there.”
Owen's face had gone a dull red. She waited. The water beneath the dock made a hollow knocking sound.
“He asked me for help,” Owen said.
The words were quiet enough that she almost asked him to repeat them.
“With what?”
“He wanted another pair of hands. I was finishing the lift. We were late returning the crane, they were charging for it, and I'd already done fourteen hours. I told him to find someone else.”
“Was somebody hurt?”
“He didn't tell me.”
“Did you ask?”
Owen stared at the wet toes of his boots.
Mara had imagined a hundred things he might have withheld: an argument, a threat, somebody pushing Ben onto the boat. Not a tired man who had wanted to go home.
“You don't get to make me feel sorry for you.”
“I'm not asking.”
“You keep saying what you're not doing.”
He swallowed. “I told your family something that wasn't true. I had seen him. I didn't want you asking why I hadn't gone with him.”
She took her phone out.
“Say that again.”
His eyes went to the screen.
“On a recording?”
“Yes. If you mean it.”
He took so long that she began to put the phone away. Then he held out his hand, not to take it but to stop her.
“Give me a minute.”
She gave him three. A car passed beyond the fence. Ruth came to the office door, saw them, and went back inside.
When Owen nodded, Mara started recording. He gave his name. He said that she had asked to record him and he had agreed. Then he repeated the admission, without making it shorter or kinder. Mara did not help him when he got stuck.
At the end he asked her to send him a copy.
She did.
“Leah too,” she said.
“I know.”
“No. You should know before I send it.”
He nodded again.
It wasn't forgiveness. He would still have to tell it to people who could ask questions she hadn't thought of. But Leah would no longer have to choose between her sister's memory and the town's polite version of events.
The office door opened. Ruth stood under the outside light with an old paper diary in her hands.
“I've got the crane booking. Come and look.”
Mara stood. Owen stayed where he was.
“One more thing,” he said.
She turned back.
“If that clip shows him getting aboard, look at the weight of the boat.”
“What?”
“The stern. Before Ben steps in.”
“Owen.”
“I saw it sitting low that afternoon. I thought he had gear in it.” He looked towards the empty berth. “Maybe he did.”
Mara put her phone in the borrowed jacket. She went inside to find out what else had been in the boat.
3. Before He Got Aboard
The diary was open at the date Mara had stopped using as a date.
14 October 2023.
For other people it could still be a Saturday, a birthday, the day a bill had fallen due. For her it was the space between the telephone ringing and Leah sitting down on the kitchen floor.
Ruth held a ruler beneath the entry.
“Crane, two until four. The Glenna. Owen signed it back at four forty-five.”
“That's a booking. It doesn't tell us when the picture was taken.”
“No,” Ruth said. “But it's a start.”
She moved the diary across the desk and let go. Mara had expected to have to ask.
The rental invoice was folded into the page, along with a charity raffle ticket. Mara picked up the ticket by its edge. BEN BELL was written on the back in her sister's large, careful capitals.
“He bought six,” Ruth said. “Won a fruit basket.”
“I know.”
There had been pears on the kitchen table for a week. Nobody had eaten them. One morning Leah had put the whole basket in the bin, cellophane and all, and Mara had shouted at her.
She put the ticket down.
“Can I call Leah from here?”
“Of course.”
Her sister answered after six rings. A shop door chimed somewhere behind her.
“I'm at work. Are you all right?”
“I need the photographs from the raffle. You took some from the road. When they were lifting the Glenna.”
“Why?”
“To compare the crane with the video.”
Silence. Mara could hear another woman asking whether the delivery had come.
“Leah?”
“I heard you. I just haven't opened that album for a while.”
“We can wait.”
“You never used to say that.”
Mara leaned against the counter. There was no useful answer.
“Give me ten minutes,” Leah said. “And don't ring again. I'll send them.”
They waited. Ruth went outside to speak to Owen. Mara sat with the diary open in front of her and watched the office clock move past seven. She was hungry, but the thought of asking for food made her throat tighten. The coffee had gone cold beside her.
A police officer called about the launch. Mara answered the questions she could and passed the phone to Ruth for the ownership and sale details. She heard Ruth say that the spare key was present, the working key wasn't, and that the security display had turned out to be old footage. There was no attempt to make the last part sound better.
When Ruth gave the phone back, Mara checked for Leah's message. Nothing.
“There's soup in the freezer,” Ruth said.
“I don't want soup.”
“All right.”
Ruth opened a packet of crackers and put it between them anyway. Mara took one, then three. It annoyed her that kindness could arrive from someone she was trying not to trust.
The photographs came while she was chewing.
There were eight. In the first, Ben held a basket against his chest like a baby. Leah had put a red bow on his head. He was making a face, and behind him a child was trying to steal one of the apples. Mara remembered telling him not to act like an idiot.
She moved to the next photograph before she could remember anything else.
The last four showed the crane. Leah had taken them in a quick sequence from the service road. In one, the Glenna hung at an angle in its straps. A loose blue tarpaulin streamed from its stern. Owen was reaching up with a pole, trying to free it before the boat came down.
Mara opened the yard clip on the computer and went back to the beginning. Most of the crane was outside the frame. Along the right edge she could see one yellow stabiliser, the bottom of the suspended hull, and a piece of blue cloth.
She let it play.
The cloth lifted. A pole entered from below, caught, slipped and caught again. The edge of the tarpaulin fell away from the propeller and dropped onto the ground.
In Leah's four photographs, the same movement unfolded. Pole below the cloth. Pole caught in it. Cloth falling. Owen looking down. On the Glenna's hull, a new patch of white paint stopped halfway through a black stripe.
Mara put the phone beside the monitor.
Ruth bent forward. “That's the lift.”
“Yes.”
“Not just the same crane.”
Mara shook her head. The unfinished stripe matched. So did the loose cloth and Owen's awkward reach. Her sister's photographs carried that Saturday's date; she had sent the first one, Ben with his fruit basket, to the family group that afternoon. Mara opened the old conversation on her own phone. There it was, above a message she had forgotten writing: Save me the good chocolate.
For a moment she couldn't make her fingers move.
She set the phone down. “Owen's right about the day.”
Ruth stayed beside her. She didn't say she was sorry. Mara was grateful for that.
This was enough to place the lift in the clip on the afternoon Ben died. It didn't prove that every second of the file belonged together, or that anybody's memory of the accident was true. It gave her something narrower and better than Owen's certainty: an event she could match without relying on him.
She sent Leah a photograph of the two screens and explained what matched.
Her sister replied almost at once.
Then watch the rest. Tell me what you see.
Mara started the clip again.
She had been skipping to the white case, rushing towards the one thing she recognised. Now she let the boat sit in the picture. The Alder moved against its fenders. A man in a dark jacket crossed behind the shed. The view was too distant to tell who he was.
Owen came in carrying his toolbox. He stopped when he saw the photographs.
“That's it,” he said.
“We checked.”
He put the box down quietly.
A little after the halfway mark, a pale shape appeared behind the launch's cabin window. Mara leaned closer. It disappeared when the boat rolled.
“Could be a reflection,” Owen said.
“Let it run.”
The white case came into view at the edge of the frame. The man carrying it disappeared behind the shed. A few seconds later someone stepped onto the narrow side deck of the launch.
This time Mara could see more of him. A green work jacket. Dark hair. A strip of pale tape across his hand when he caught the rail.
Her whole body recognised the way he put his weight down, favouring the knee he had hurt long before. It was an awful kind of comfort. She wanted to watch it a hundred times. She wanted to close the computer.
Ruth reached towards the keyboard.
“Don't,” Mara said.
“I was going to pause it.”
“I know.”
She did not apologise. Ruth withdrew her hand.
The man Mara believed was Ben leaned into the cabin. Another figure moved inside. A face came briefly to the opening, too small and blurred to read, then a hand caught the frame from within.
Mara stopped the clip herself.
“There.”
Owen lowered his head until his eyes were level with the screen.
“That's somebody.”
She played the few seconds again. The hand reached out, gripped the frame, and pulled a shoulder towards the light. It was a person moving under their own power. Not a bag, not a shadow passing across glass.
Mara replayed it twice more. A second person had been aboard while the boat was still tied up.
The strange thing was that she hadn't expected to win anything tonight. She had expected a new argument and the familiar exhaustion afterwards. Now she had to work out what to do with a fact that other people would have to consider.
Ruth had sat down.
“Who is it?” Mara asked.
“You can't tell from that.”
“Then why did you sit down?”
Ruth looked at the diary, the invoice, the raffle ticket. Her hand closed over the ticket and then opened again.
“Because I'm tired.”
Owen was watching her now. Mara could feel him choosing whether to speak.
“Ruth,” he said.
“Don't.”
“Was Cal here?”
Mara looked between them. She knew the name. Ruth's nephew had done summer work at the yard, years back. After the accident there had been a card with his name beside his aunt's. Mara could not remember his face.
Ruth shook her head once, as if refusing a lift.
“I don't know if that's him.”
“What makes you think it could be?” Mara asked.
“The jacket. He had one with a white panel across the shoulders.”
The shape in the cabin had a pale band at shoulder height. That wasn't a name. Mara would not make it one because Ruth was afraid.
“Then we'll ask him.”
Ruth reached for her phone. It took two tries to unlock it.
They heard the ring through the speaker. Then a man's recorded voice told them to leave a message.
“Cal. It's Ruth. Call me when you get this.”
She ended the call.
“Where does he live?” Mara asked.
“Over by the old quarry road.”
“Is he still working here?”
“No.”
Owen's phone buzzed inside his jacket. He pulled it out, glanced at it and went still.
Mara knew that look now.
“What?”
He turned the screen towards her rather than answering.
The message was from Cal. There was no picture attached, no useful location, just a few words that made the room seem smaller.
Tell Ruth I took Alder. I needed what Dad left in it. I'll bring it back.
Mara looked from the message to the still figure in the cabin.
The old footage had given them a possible passenger. The missing boat had given them somebody who could answer.
Ruth was already calling again.
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