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Summary

Jervan Krasniewski’s family owns a small box inherited from his great grandfather Tomasz Krasniewski who escaped from Poland at the start of WW2. His family does not know the story behind the box because Tomasz blocked out the memory of how he was forced to kill his best friend Antoni after agreeing to take the box to safety. But only Antoni’s family knows that it hides a miniature by painter Karol Bechon. This constitutes their family fortune, to be kept from the Germans and, later, the communists. Antoni’s brother Aloyzi knows Tomasz was unaware of the miniature’s existence and wants the box to stay abroad. While Aloyzi is alive, his son Rostek cannot act against his wishes, but instead brings ruin to Tomasz’s family. When Aloyzi dies, Rostek comes to England to retrieve the miniature, choosing to believe that Tomazs deliberately betrayed and murdered Antoni to get the miniature. Rostek is drug running and needs money.

Rostek has now tracked down Tomazs’s present-day family in the UK and will stop at nothing to get the box back. 

Meanwhile, 15-year-old twins Jervan and Jancis are on holiday with their English mother Libby in Seahouses, where many Poles work in summer. Dad Krasniewski is at home with post-traumatic stress following an event in Helmund Province that he cannot yet talk about. 

The twins witness an altercation between two Poles, one of whom later thrusts into Jervan’s hand, in passing, a packet, concealing an article plus picture in Polish about Rostek being sought by the Polish police. That night, their mother does not return to the caravan. The boy who has given Jervan the paper is in fear of his life because he has discovered that Rostek has kidnapped Jervan’s mother to extract information from her and also killed another Pole. Jervan is unaware that this is Lech, his cousin whom he has never met, who is out to uncover the man who ruined his family.

The story follows Jervan as he pieces together clues to find his mother and – later – his twin, and to work out the significance of the box when he realises – from his investigations – that his family’s unintentional possession of it is at the heart of the danger.

The story takes him to the dangers of the harbour drug smuggling operation, the fairground co-conspirators, night meetings in a cave, and to London to talk to Great Uncle Milhel, Tomazs’s son, where he discovers some of the information about Antoni, Aloyzi and Rostek. Dad, too, gradually reveals his story, which in some ways parallels what happened between Tomasz and Antoni in 1939. 

Jervan uses his new understanding of how problems often have no clear-cut answers to bring about and survive a final showdown with Rostek on a boat, Kipper’s Pride, which allows him to make a decision about restoring what can be restored and living with what can’t be changed. Mum and his twin are rescued just before the tide floods the hideaway. 

Chapter 1

“Wait for me, Jervan!”

I hear Jan’s shout in the dusk, but ignore it. She can run as fast as me if she wants. Identical twins have the same legs – well, the same length of leg. And time’s in short supply. We’re late. 

I race on until I reach the top of the concrete slope that tips down to the harbour, and then I sag against the low wall, gasping for air. 

A few moments later, Jancis thumps to a halt beside me. She stands there, breathing hard, holding her sides. “That - must - be - half - a - mile from the dunes. I’ll walk next time.”

“It’s getting dark quickly,” I tell her. “A storm’s coming. Did you notice how the air changed back there and the seaweed began to stink?” 

I can’t see the rocky foreshore from here, but if I could, it would be disappearing fast – boulders, pebbles, shingle and seaweed – below the rising tide. I love watching the way the incoming water rushes round each rock, hugging it to death, and slithering over it like clingfilm before zapping it.

Jancis tugs my arm. “Never mind the science behind a storm. If you don’t get a move on, we won’t get back to the caravan before Mum. She’ll kill us.” 

She jabs a finger into my chest. “You nearly got us caught by the tide back there.” She flicks her long hair back in that annoying way she has when she’s right and wants me know it.

“I didn’t hear you begging to leave. You like the rocks as much as I do.”

“You wouldn’t have listened, even if I’d said we were about to drown! Why d’you think we’re always in trouble? It’s because you, Jervan, don’t listen. Sometimes, I’m not even sure we’re twins.”

I frown. If Mum decides to be really cross, my holiday money will be cut. And anyway, it doesn’t seem right to upset her, not while Dad’s still at home on sick leave from the army and missing this holiday. I know how worried she is about him. I’ve seen her watching when he isn’t looking. Her face goes still, as if she’s forgotten how to move the muscles. “OK,” I say. “If we sprint the last half mile, we’ll just about get to the van first.”

We take off again, but more slowly now, our trainers resounding weirdly on the concrete in the strange air pressure that seems to be building up over the harbour. 

One side of the sea wall is lined with booths. Their billboards form a line of murky sentries in the gloom, and the gaudy adverts for boat trips to the Farne Islands are almost greyed out, like computer commands you can’t access. One day, I’d love to go see the lighthouse and puffins...

“Do you think Mum likes spending the holiday in Seahouses?” Jancis says. “I mean, working in the The Olde Ship to earn extra money?”

“If it gets us Uncle Mark’s caravan free, it can’t be that bad. But she’d like it better if we could be trusted to get home on time.” I look at my watch as we jog away from the billboards. “Come on, Jan, we need to really leg it.”

“Stop calling me JAN – it’s Jancis!”

I ignore her. ‘Jan’ suits her perfectly and it’s nice to be able to annoy her if I want. But actually, both “Jan” and “Jancis” are wrong. And mine’s wrong, too. Our names are from Eastern Europe because of Dad’s family, so they should be pronounced “Yancis” and “Yervan”. I insisted on keeping the hard “J” years ago when I was still learning to spell it, and Jan just copied. Dad used to sigh, pat my wavy hair and say I was a right obstinate little lad, I’d never make a good soldier, soldiers have to follow orders. But now he just says there are worse things to worry about in the world than how to pronounce a name. When he says that, he gets a faraway look in his eyes and seems to forget I’m there. 

The wind is flapping the waves against the fishing and leisure boats moored for the night, and further out, the horizon is barely visible against the grey-black of the clouds and sky. The breeze whistles past my ears like a banshee – the storm will definitely break soon. 

Jan pulls her hood up as she runs beside me. “I think we’re the only ones out here now. Apart from that little boat chugging in. See the red light over the cabin? It’s called Kipper’s Pride – I watched it go out after lunch.”

I’m wondering whether that would be one letter short of “Skipper’s Pride” or a reference to the local kipper trade when a loud rattle suddenly drowns the thrum of the boat. An angry shout pierces the air like a rifle shot – followed by what sounds like some men having a massive argument. 

I stop dead, and Jan crashes into me.

Another huge rattling sound… then silence.

The disturbance seems to have come from the direction of the seven limekilns that face the harbourside. Which is odd, as the man in the ice cream kiosk says the kilns are only used for storage these days and it’s late evening.

Small, human-sized wooden doors have been cut into each of the original arched doors, but most of them are secured with heavy rusted padlocks. I scan them quickly and listen intently, but there’s nothing more. So we start to run again. 

The sloped area near the harbourmaster’s office is eerily empty. Creepy. Usually, visitors crowd onto the wooden benches to eat fish and chips from polystyrene boxes as they watch the boats manoeuvring in and out.

On an impulse, I pause again at the bottom of the slope as Jan runs on. I’m risking my pocket money, but something’s nagging at me – at the bit of my brain that does listen, despite what Jan says.

“Jerv, come on! Do you want Mum to lose it?”

I’m about to give in when the argument breaks out again. Louder this time, and more urgent. 

Jan runs the short distance back and stops beside me. I can feel her trembling as I stare into the semi-dark, trying to ignore the wind, the seaweed, and the slight smell of exhaust from the engine of Kipper’s Pride as it manoeuvres itself, slurping water from its backside, into place between the excursion boats. Think, Jervan, think…

“What is it?” Jan whispers.

 There’s no doubt the shouting’s coming from inside one particular set of doors, not far from where we stand.

I grab Jan’s hand and drag her behind the corner of the last kiln. The skin on the back of my neck is tingling. My brain’s got the message—

Another loud crash. I jump. Jan clutches my arm. “Let’s go,” she begs.

“Ssh…” I turn to her. “Didn’t you hear? Someone’s in trouble. That guy in there’s shouting in Polish. Don’t you remember what Dad’s uncle taught us?”

“Are you mad? How was I to know I’d need it one day?”

“You should try listening,” I say. “Follow your own—”

Another loud crash. I thrust her back. “Stay out of sight!” It’s embarrassing how protective I am of her sometimes…

I peer carefully round the corner of the building. The nearest limekiln door bursts open and two men rush out, one after the other. Bright light spills onto the concrete for an instant. Then the door swings shut. 

But it’s enough. One of them, probably only a few years older than us, judging by his size, sprints straight towards the harbour and a thick-set older man chases him, shouting and brandishing an iron bar. 

I don’t have time to think because the younger one suddenly swerves to the right, runs forward and leaps into the harbour. At least, I think he’s leapt. There’s only a very low piece of wood like a railway sleeper fixed round the edge of the harbour. Maybe he tripped–– 

I run forward.

‘Hey you!’ the angry man calls. 

I freeze.

Chapter 2

The man is so close that the stench of fish on his clothes makes me gag. His bulbous nose is gross as it looms in front of my face.  

I instantly forget about the guy in the water. I swivel round and streak away from him towards the public slipway. Somewhere ahead on the right is a narrow but steep flight of steps that runs up between a house and the hotel Mum works in. There are no street lights on this stretch – it will be hard to spot the opening. But it’s not a good plan anyway. If he catches me in that confined space… well, it doesn’t bear thinking about.

I realise that Jan is ahead of me up the hill. She must have fled when the man saw me. 

“Run!” I yell after her. “Go home.”

But where can I hide from this maniac? 

The pile of mussel cages looms in front of me. No idea why the fishermen leave the stack just here, but it’s taller than me and there’s a slim alley behind them that leads between two garage blocks. I hotfoot it round the mound and flatten myself in the shadows. Then I wait, desperately trying not to let my breathing make a sound, until I hear the man run straight past. He hasn’t realised where I’ve hidden. At least I have the advantage of fitness – his footsteps thump unevenly until they fade completely. Did he go up the narrow steps? Or further up the hill towards the caravan park? I wish I had farsight.

Letting out my breath in a relieved rush, I carefully move round onto the ledge behind the garages. It’s less than half a metre wide and runs along the rim of this outer harbour. The sea is about two metres below me, slosh-sloshing against the wall like a washing machine. I must be careful not to lose my footing in the dark.

I actually hope the moron has given up and gone back to his limekiln and his funny business, but any giveaway sound won’t reach me here, so my only option is to keep out of his way until he gives up. He’ll never catch Jancis, even if he saw her in the first place.

So I stand there, tense and colder by the minute, and concentrate on making my brain function. Obviously, what I witnessed between the two men was meant to be secret. Nothing else explains the man’s anger at being seen. You want to shout at someone? You shout! Who cares if someone hears you? So he must have been furious at being heard. But why? Did he think he might be blamed for the younger lad falling into the harbour? Jumping? Drowning?

A few drops of rain hit my face. I brush them away. The air smells of salt, seaweed and tar. Threatening. I must get back to the van. But what about the man in the water? Can I just leave him? Morning headlines flash into my head: Pole drowns in harbour. My better side says I ought to do something, but it’s difficult to know what. It’s not as though I can go jump in the sea and look for him. I can swim fine in clothes. I just don’t fancy a dip tonight. That really would make Mum mad.

A few more minutes pass as I struggle with my conscience. Dim sounds of rock music and scraps of conversation float down from the holiday flats high above me on the road beyond the garage blocks. People making calls on their phones. People relaxing. I can’t ever remember feeling so alone and cut off before.

I shiver. Or maybe it’s fear kicking in at last. But the storm’s holding off despite the rain-heavy clouds obliterating the sky. And Jan’s probably safe in the caravan by now listening to Mum ranting on about how unreliable we’ve become recently. 

Jervan, you’ve messed up again. 

Then a movement catches my eye. I strain to make out slight differences of navy blue and black in the dark mass of sea below. Something’s out there in the water. I track the strange shape as it very slowly crosses my field of vision left to right – from the main harbour to this inner harbour beyond the public slipway.

And suddenly I know! The younger Pole, or whoever he is, must be swimming round to safety. My fist clenches in victory on his behalf and I barely stop myself crying out. He’s outwitted the bad guy! I’m in no doubt this one isn’t bad. Baddies don’t jump into harbours or even fall in them accidentally, unless they’re in one of those old silent movies. 

But that’s some feat to have pulled off. The water in summer doesn’t heat up nearly as fast as the land so he must be freezing, and there’s loads of rocky stretches under this area of the harbour that could catch him out. I’m willing him on as he becomes less of a vague shape and more of a person. His crawl is pretty good considering how choppy the sea is.

I make my way carefully along the ledge, keeping my eyes on the swimmer, and my ears alert to any sign of trouble. What if the old guy up there somewhere has seen him too? The ledge I’m on stops abruptly near a small stretch of grass-strewn beach. I think that’s where the swimmer must be heading. There’s nowhere else to go unless he’s thinking of swimming right down the coast to Newcastle for breakfast.

As he draws nearer, his arm strokes start to drag and I find myself concentrating hard and holding my breath, as if I could make him okay simply by willing it. 

It makes sense to go meet him. So I jump across the narrow steps between me and the grass slope, land harder than intended and stagger downwards until I regain my balance just in time by the concrete wall and jump the last bit to the water’s edge. It never comes right up here, which is why grass grows in the sand near the tide line. 

The guy drags himself out of the murky sea and paddles the last few metres towards me. I don’t think he’s seen me yet. Water pours from his clothes and his hair is plastered over his forehead and eyes. I’m pretty certain now that he’s a teenager. His face looks sort of young in a nice way, even in the murky conditions down here. 

He doubles up, coughing. Then pulls himself upright, pushes his hair from his face and looks straight at me.

[chapter continues]

