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‘Without the story in which everyone living, unborn and dead participates we are no more than bits of paper blown on the cold wind.’ George Mackay Brown, Winter Tales
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WOOING THE SEA-SPIRIT was an old custom Rob’s dad had practised. Waking groggy and it still dark, the last thing Rob wanted was to get up and make some weird offering to the sea, but here he was, pushing the rough woollen blanket off him. He didn’t hold with the old superstitions, but it was hard to ignore them. He checked the clock. Six am. Six hours into the new year. At least the fireworks had stopped. The seabirds hated them.


He could almost hear the voice of his dad, encouraging him on. A fisherman needs to first-foot the sea. Up yea get laddie and sprinkle a wee dram in till ee water. Don’t forget the selkie, noo. That way your nets will be filled, your creels too. And she’ll calm rough seas.


‘Oh aye? And who is it drinks the whisky?’ Rob had said, back ‘to live quiet’ in Ronester, and ashamed his dad believed in foolish notions. Plus, Rob had enough going on in his head without adding sea-spirits and selkies to tip him over the edge.


‘She does,’ his dad had said. ‘She likes a nip, same as we do. It’s called a libation.’


‘You’ve got to be joking.’


‘I wouldn’t joke about the selkie spirit, son. It’s not so much the dram. It’s more, she wants taken into account. And she loves music.’


He might throw her a dram, but he wasn’t about to serenade some nymph in the sea! Rob brought down his half empty whisky bottle and poured a measure into a jar. He paused after a dribble, then thought of his dad, could almost feel him nudge his elbow. Ach, go on, son. At least a double. We’re asking the sea to fill our cup, so we have to fill hers now. Rob topped the jar up, imagining his dad watching and nodding. Then he pulled on his jacket and went out into the night.


All seemed quiet in Ronester. Doubtless the revellers would be well stoned and drunk by now, slouched around Mrs Gow’s living room up near the hall, and Jake Henderson would be there, playing the rock star and giving it slide guitar. But down here, in his cottage by the shore, the only music, bar the constant keening of wind, was the low moaning of a few seals and the sigh of waves rolling over the skerries. The moon lurched between clouds like she was drunk. And here was sullen Rob the fisherman, off tae first-foot the sea!


Still thick with drink from the night before he wanted to tip the generous nip back himself, but there was his dad again, on about the sea-spirit. So Rob, knowing the beach rather than seeing it, made his way over the stones and down to the water’s edge. He unscrewed the lid of the jar, breathed in the good peaty smell, then, wind in the right direction, flung the whisky to the sea, muttering, ‘Happy New Year’. Then louder, why not. He had to make sure any sea-spirit heard, and maybe this was for his dad too. ‘Happy New Year,’ he called, but his voice was a muffled thing under the crashing of waves and the wind moaning like a banshee.


Job done, he stuffed the jar into his bulky pocket and was about to make his way back when his foot brushed something, not hard like a rock. He thought it was a seal. It didn’t move when he rocked it gently with the toe of his boot. A dead one, he guessed. Peering closer he could see only the pelt remained, slumped on the stony beach. He heard a cry from the sea and swung round. A half-moon appeared, just enough to outline a shape in the water. Fogged with drink and unsettled with notions of sea-spirits, Rob thought he saw someone in the sea. He rubbed his eyes. Slapped his face. Peered again. Something was in the water. It looked like a naked woman. Or some creature with arms. Splashing. With hair, massy, and skin, white as moonshine. And she was laughing and throwing water into the air. Then she plunged under and was gone.


Imagining he’d raised the selkie this New Year’s night, Rob backed away from the water’s edge, heart racing, desperate to see the magical creature again, but half terrified. Some deep longing in him was ready to run after her, scoop her into his arms, but his racing heart kept him backing away. Plus, he didn’t trust his senses. The cry could have been the wind, and the hair likely was spume in glinted moonlight, for any naked selkie woman he’d conjured had gone.


He slithered over seaweed, muttering how selkies don’t exist. Neither do sea-spirits. He fell over the slippery pebbles, cursed, then hurriedly staggered to his feet. Ghosts don’t exist. Neither do men with halos of flame.


Though he knew that wasn’t true.


From halfway up the beach, he looked back to the black, whisky-sprinkled sea, where there was no high-pitched cry of laughter. No selkie luring him into the waves. ‘You’re imagining it, Robbie,’ he said, out loud, laughing himself now. Laughing down the other thing that threatened to roar out of him.


From the dark sea a wild laugh echoed back. He bolted up to the cottage.


Rob was no stranger to imagining things.


He finished what was left of the whisky as dawn tinged the east on the first day of the new year.
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WIND-BLOWN; LAND of edges, ledges and big skies.


Where great curtains of rain sweep the North Sea, and winds roam untrammelled, whipping up white horses, crashing spume over jutting skerries then fleeing inland to batter the flat, treeless county.


Where the gull’s cry and the peewit’s piercing song echoes on.


Caithness.


Her sparse-strung necklace of villages hugs the cliffs: Berriedale, Dunbeath, Latheron, Latheron Wheel, Lybster, Thrumster, Wick, Staxigoe, Reiss, Keiss, Freswick.


And, end o’ ee road; Ronester.


Ronester’s one pub is called The World’s End. The one hotel is shut. A handful of farms sprawl into the interior. Near the village hall there’s a huddle of cottages, and a few council houses up by The World’s End. A church with a small but consistent congregation and a shop with the same. Near the church is the village hall. And down in the harbour three fishing boats rise and fall with the tide. South of the harbour lies a stony beach and by the shore two white-washed cottages, set well apart from each other, brave salt spray and high tides.


Ronester. Where the seals howling on a moonless night can tear your heart.


Rob lives in one of those cottages near the shore. His is the only boat that works the sea. The Stella. It’s his now, his dad in the windy churchyard. If it’s true the dead forget then he’s at rest, worry for his only son over. Except this far north, they say the dead are with us.


Rob was born here. Bred here. Knows the tides and shifting winds. The seabirds that nest on the Ronester cliff ledges.


Afternoon of the first of January and Rob, breaking custom, took his boat out.


Winds skimmed the flat lands like shearwaters to where jutting cliffs plunged to the sea. Fulmars, puffins and black-backed gulls returned year after year to these craggy ledges. From his fishing boat, out in the bay, Rob lay on the deck, blowing up smoke rings and picturing what might fly into his circle of smoke. An avocet. A lost albatross.


A selkie?


He reached for his binoculars and followed the flight of two fulmars. What a sense of freedom, the way they rode the thermals with stiff wing beats. It fascinated him the way they came inland every January, from far out at sea to check and prepare their nesting ledges. He watched the fulmar circle four times then try and land on a crag ledge at the far end of the beach. Each time the bird hovered, came close, hovered, then swung away. Probably the aerodynamics and positioning needed to be just right. ‘You can do it!’ Rob muttered as the bird slowed near the ledge for its fifth try. ‘Well done!’ Rob cried, seeing the seabird finally land.


His dad, that shy, quiet man, had liked fulmars. Little sayings, too. His parents had had that in common. If at first you don’t succeed… was one, especially when Rob came back from Aberdeen. Home to lend me a hand on the boat was how his dad tactfully put it, but for months Rob hardly got out of bed. Try and try again, son, was another. Ours is a clan that don’t give up!


‘Aye, but every clan’s got its black sheep,’ Rob had said, mumbling.


A son of mine deserves the best. Dad again. Ha! That was a joke of a saying. There’s a good woman out there, son, and don’t settle for anything less!


Rob uncorked his hip flask and drank to good women and persevering ancestors. While the boat bobbed and gulls circled overhead he pulled his notebook from his shirt pocket. With a stub of pencil he added a bit about fulmars hovering and judging their landings. They don’t give up, he wrote, under the page on fulmars.


They find mates, he wrote, but wondered if they all did? Were there single fulmars, who didn’t make the grade? Didn’t succeed in wooing? Were there females out there, who never laid an egg? Were there snubbed tube-nosed males who were not good enough?


His dad, despite all his little sayings, hadn’t succeeded in keeping a good woman either.


Like father, like son.


Rob had the sea to himself. That’s what it felt like. The two other fishing boats in the harbour never left it. Rob cut the outboard motor. The radio was still on, Karine Polwart calling a heron home. He let the boat coast to her song then turned the radio off when the news came on. He’d start hauling creels soon. After this smoke. And this quiet. A few wheeling gulls. This doing nothing except bird watching and gazing out to the horizon. Empty apart from the oil platform, that blight on the seascape.


‘Here’s tae possibilities,’ he said, raising his flask to a passing gull. He took a swig, smacking his lips at the rush firing up his insides. He thought of his dad, but wasn’t about to share this dram with the salty sea.


Rob extinguished the glowing end of his cigarette between his thumb and forefinger before stuffing the dout into his pocket. He pulled the lever and the motor puttered into life.


Surly, the villagers called him. Rob went away then came back. Saw things it doesn’t do for a man to see. Now wants to live quiet, the tongues wag. Born in an ill wind, that one. Such a shame, though, about dour Rob at the shore. Mad keen on seabirds. Daft if you ask me.


He never did.


He lay wrapped in the cradle of his boat with the picture-filled clouds above; a dancing girl, a seal, then an elfin face. Gulls swooped low in a tang of salt and brine. Rob trained his binoculars on the soft white underside of a banking fulmar, watching the stiff, straight wings ride the updraught.


Lying on the deck of the Stella, it occurred to him the mad escapade to first-foot the sea had been a dream. To the north curtains of rain fell. By the time the rain reached Ronester, Rob, with a bit of luck, would be inside, fire on, a beer to toast the year.


With a groan Rob sat up and eyed the land. Seaview cottage still felt like his dad’s place. He still expected to moor his boat, go into the kitchen and find him there, asking about the catch and the swell, back from the dead and ready to make him a brew.


He pulled the throttle into a low growl. The old boat still felt like his dad’s. It moved off and at the bow his frayed Saltire flapped. The wind tugged at Rob’s hair, whipping it back like a ragged flag from an annexed, broken country. His pet gull trailed, hoping for fish, but Rob’s catch had been poor. These few hours out on the Stella weren’t about fishing for bait. He wasn’t sure what this trip was about. Some kind of prayer for a man who does not pray.


Rob worked the tiller, bringing his boat through the swell and on a course, bow-nose to the harbour. Like a lot of fishermen, Rob had salt blue eyes and brine thick hair. The lines around his piercing eyes were crinkled with years slitted against spiralling cigarette smoke, stung by wind and salt spray. With the way binoculars made you screw up your face. Maybe, too, with loneliness. Handsome, some of the locals called him, or used to. Rough, with that scar down his cheek. Haunted, others said, shaking their heads. He could do with a good bath and a set of new clothes, they said of poor Rob Sinclair. And a wife.


Betsy, his neighbour from the cottage along the shore, and tired of their tongues, said we’re all different and thank God for that, and there’s someone for everyone. When she had gone, the gossips raised their eyebrows, muttering how Sinclair Senior had had zero social skills and that fairly rubbed off on the son, and the lack of a mother did him no favours either. As for Betsy Manson, had she any idea how many single men were rotting away in hovels, dust an inch thick on their mantlepieces. And she was hardly one to talk, a spinster.


With the boat on course, Rob looked to his own stony beach. It was seldom anyone save him set foot there. Seals sometimes. It flashed back to him, the way visions do; a cast seal skin draped over stones, a naked woman dancing in the sea and him standing at the water’s edge wanting her. Wanting her so bad it hurt. He battened down that longing and pulled his thoughts back to seabirds. You knew where you were with seabirds. Oyster catchers, seldom alone, the heron, seldom in company. Gulls, ducks, snipe, divers, waders. Avocet, the beauty, seldom seen.


With his binoculars he followed a fulmar banking over the roof of his cottage. By its skill in flight, he tried to work out how old it was. Hard to credit, but some were as old as he was. Near on forty.


But this was a young one, struggling to land on a cliff ledge. Rob followed the bird as it swooped back over the beach, where there was something else, some creature. The thing was moving, crawling over the stones. But then the creature rose up. Rob adjusted the lens, and now saw it was a woman, who seemed to be wearing a brown fur coat. Rob stared, transfixed. His pet gull cried as if snubbed. The woman stood, letting the coat drop behind her where it landed like a slumped bear. Or the cast coat of a selkie. Rob’s heart raced. Under the coat she was wearing a long, green dress. The woman pulled that off, then, naked, waded into the sea.


The boat was close to the harbour now and the woman up to her knees in water. Then it was her waist submerged, then just her head visible, her hair floating behind her. If Rob wasn’t mistaken, she was looking at him, or at least in the direction of his boat. What was she doing in the freezing water and it only the first of January? Maybe this was some kind of New Year dooking ritual? Or did she need help? It was too far to shout. Rob cut the engine then trained his binoculars on her again, adjusting the lenses to make out the expression on her face, like relief it seemed, or mad joy. Or regret. Then she was gone. Rob rammed the throttle and revved the Stella into the small harbour like he was the coast guard, responding to an SOS.


He leapt from the boat, flung a rope round the bollard, then bolted along the road towards the bridge that spans the river. Crossing the bridge, he lost sight of the sea. On the track to his cottage, he ran faster. He felt a jab to his chest, but kept on, coughing, batting away the haunting images of men leaping from the burning rig into the water. Men he hadn’t saved. And the one with the flaming halo.


He reached the cottage then ran up the slope to where he had a view to the shore. No-one was swimming in the sea apart from a few bobbing fulmars. The young one was still trying to land on a ledge. The fur coat was gone. On the beach, two oyster catchers preened their feathers; a sign of rain to come. Maybe she had been a figment. Or a seal. It wouldn’t be the first time Rob had been seeing things. Twice now he’d dreamed this selkie woman. It’s a thin time, he recalled his dad saying of these days over New Year. Plus Ronester, his dad often reminded him, a glint in his blue eyes that Rob could never quite fathom, is a thin place.


Rob clambered over the stones to the shore and studied the water, just to check. With piping cries the oyster catchers flew off.


Then, sure enough, the rain came.


The cottage felt emptier than ever.
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JANUARY THE 3RD and still a few sore heads were going slowly about the village, into the local shop for the hair of the dog, a few cans of lager, vodka for a Bloody Mary, and then heading home to coal fires, their collars pulled tight around their necks, as if the prevailing north easterly might sever their fragile heads from their queasy bodies.


The bell on the shop door tinkled, letting the shopkeeper know another had joined the queue. He lifted his head, pausing in his wrapping of sausages, noting her who doesn’t take a drop had entered. ‘Happy New Year one and all,’ Betsy Manson chirped, bustling into the shop and too bright for the others there. ‘All the best for the new year. Or as much of it as we’re spared to see.’ She laughed. She was a great one for laughing.


‘Happy New Year,’ the others muttered back.


Undeterred Betsy breezed on. ‘Oh, a guid New Year then, was it?’


Rob gave her a brief nod. ‘Yea didn’t come over after the bells,’ she chided. ‘Here was I waiting for a tall, dark, handsome stranger to cross my threshold.’ Then she winked. She had said the same thing the three New Years since Rob’s dad died. ‘I had black bun laid out, Rob.’ She rummaged in her shopping bag, because wasn’t she the lucky woman bumping into him like that with the very black bun right there in her bag. ‘The sherry’s up at the house, still on the sideboard,’ she whispered, as if sherry was serious contraband. Like the corpse of Rob’s father, up in the windswept churchyard, Miss Manson’s bottle of sweet Amontillado had to be three years old.


Her Amontillado didn’t escape the ears of Mrs Crowther, who could hear a dog whine down in Wick, so the saying went. The old gossip leant in. ‘Aye, Rob,’ she butted in, ‘why don’t you try her sherry? A bit company would do you good. Here was us, having a fine wee ceilidh in the hall and no sign of you. Your father wasn’t one for company, but even though, he would have given us a tune.’ The others in the queue nodded, as if remembering quiet old Robert Sinclair and his accordion tunes. ‘Aye, then you’re out on your boat like it’s not the New Year.’ Mrs Crowther cackled then coughed and Rob shifted uncomfortably. He’d forgotten this was the shop’s first day open after the New Year closing.


‘Your mother, as I recall, wasn’t one for the sherry, mind,’ Mrs Crowther went on, still leaning in so he could smell the onions off her. ‘Only woman I knew who took tea at New Year.’ Mrs Crowther nodded at Miss Manson, ‘besides your good self, of course.’ Rob’s mother had been gone twenty-eight years, so she had good recall.


Miss Manson pressed the wrapped bun into Rob’s hand. Muttering thanks, he stuffed it into his pocket. The queue shuffled forwards. Mackie’s store had to be one of the few left where the shopkeeper insisted on fetching your items for you, lined up and nearing their sell-by date, in his domain behind the counter. Stepping into Mackie’s shop, like stepping into the village itself, was like stepping back in time. It was Mrs Black’s turn to be served and she peered at a list as long as her arm. ‘Oh, and a bit of your best butter,’ she said, when he came back with the bacon. ‘And were the grandsons blind drunk by the bells?’


What these boys got up to down in Invergordon, he said, was none of his business, and did she want cheese while he was over that way? It was, he informed her, from France.


Jean Black said if there was no Scottish cheddar she wouldn’t bother.


‘We’ll be here till next New Year at this rate,’ Mrs Crowther nudged Rob who was staring at the floor. ‘Eh?’


‘Leave the poor laddie, Gladys,’ said Miss Manson, protectively.


‘Laddie? He’s old enough to have grandbairns.’ She leant in even closer. ‘Don’t like the local lassies, eh?’


‘He’s just got eyes for the gulls.’ Mr Mackie winked at Mrs Black who was slowly unzipping her purse.


Rob considered leaving, but Mrs Black was finally paying, then it was Crowther’s turn and she’d forget about him. Anyway, he couldn’t leave. He needed tobacco, milk and sugar. He couldn’t abide tea without sugar, and UHT milk turned his stomach.


‘He’s saving himself,’ Miss Manson said, ‘aren’t you, Robbie?’


Rob stared at the well-worn linoleum floor. While the women gossiped and Mackie patiently served old Jean Black her week’s messages, Rob wondered how long the linoleum had been there? Thirty years at least. Was it Mackie himself who laid it, or Mackie senior? Whoever it had been, it was high time for a new floor. New shop. New life. New everything.


He made his own resolutions. No more looking back. And, resolution number two, which might be easier to achieve, use filters in cigarettes.


A hush fell over the shop. Rob looked up, snapping out of his resolutions.


‘It’s true,’ Mrs Crowther was saying. ‘She was blown in with the bells.’


‘Where?’ asked Miss Manson. ‘What new lass? I’ve not seen anybody.’


Jean Black stopped fiddling with her change. The whole shop hushed in the wake of Mrs Crowther’s announcement. She was tapping a finger to her nose. ‘I saw her wandering about down by the shore, yesterday, and the day before. Like this biting January wind was nothing to her. Surprised you didn’t see her, Rob. She swished right past your cottage. Pretty blonde-looking thing. About twenty-seven or -eight, I’d say. Probably foreign.’


Mr Mackie coughed. ‘What can I get for you, Gladys.’


Gladys Crowther fished her shopping list from her coat pocket. ‘The Press and Journal.’


‘Today’s are not in yet. I can give you one from last week.’


‘That’s us,’ sang old Jean Black as she shuffled down the shop, ‘old news.’


A blast of cold air entered as Jean left. Old Gladys Crowther leant over the counter. ‘Did the new lass come in here?’


‘Soon as I turned the closed sign to open this morning, she was here.’


Rob hated the way they acted like spies. Even so, he was all ears. The few others in the shop fell silent too, all waiting for news of a pretty looking stranger. ‘She came in here, muttering how she was supposed to get a job in the hotel.’


‘She’ll have a long wait.’


‘That’s what I told her. Easter, my dear, I said.’


‘I told you,’ Gladys addressed her audience, ‘didn’t I? Foreign. They all come here wanting to work in our hotels.’ Then back to Mackie, ‘Polish, was she?’


‘Well, Gladys, she wasn’t telling. She was wanting a place to stay. That much I understood. Then she’s asking was there a farm name of Heatherlee.’


A pin dropping on the worn linoleum would have been louder than the collective hush.


‘Lachlan Gunn’s place?’ Gladys raised an eyebrow.


‘The very same. She’d heard he had a caravan. Don’t ask me how. Something shady about her, all dolled up in that coat. Said she couldn’t wait for the hotel to open. She didn’t have much money.’ Mr Mackie shrugged. ‘So, I told her how to get there. And don’t go asking did she have a ring on her finger for she kept her left hand tight in her pocket. All she bought was a packet of crisps and a can of Coke and she paid with an English note.’


‘That could mean anything,’ piped up Donalda. ‘I got one when I was over in Thurso just last month. The dead Queen on it.’


‘Anyway,’ Mackie carried on, pausing to brush imaginary dust from his overall, ‘I thought a bit company might do them good.’


More silence while the folk in the shop seemed to consider the Gunns and their need for a bit company. Gladys sighed. ‘Where’s she from? Did you find out?’


‘You know me, not backward at coming forward but she acted like she didn’t understand. And she was looking a bit, what’s the word…’


‘Shifty?’


‘No, not exactly, more like…’ You could almost see the Sunday Post crossword rattling through his brain… three across, D. Eleven letters, a sorry sight… ‘dishevelled.’ He nodded, looking pleased with himself. ‘Aye, that’s it, dishevelled, like somebody dragged her through a bush backwards. Her hair was a mess. Blonde it was, and in need of a good wash if you ask me.’


Nobody is, Rob thought.


Which wasn’t quite true.


Gladys wanted to know exactly what she had with her. ‘A plastic bag, Gladys,’ Mackie informed her. ‘Mind you, she had a fancy fur coat on her back.’


Rob felt his heart thump.


‘A battered wife, I bet.’ Mrs Crowther said, knowingly. ‘On the run. Romanian, do you think?’


The shopkeeper smoothed out an old newspaper. ‘I couldn’t say. And she wasn’t either. Like I said, she mumbled. I could hardly hear her. Right then,’ he turned towards the cigarettes, ‘the usual, Gladys, is it? Not giving up this year then, eh?’


Twenty minutes later Rob made his way down the winding track to his cottage. He might not have wanted to take a sherry with old Miss Manson, but he had six cans of beer he’d happily take by himself. The bag was also weighed down with tins of tomato soup, chocolate biscuits and a bumper bag of white sugar. Filters were in there too. Not giving up smoking exactly, but something to stop the coughing.


Mr Mackie had said her accent was hard to place and Mrs Crowther had said she was probably Polish, or Russian, because of the fancy fur coat, and who wore them these days. ‘Reminded me of Julie Christie in Doctor Zhivago,’ the old gossip Crowther’s parting shot, clutching her scarf under her chins and heading out into the teeth of the wind.


Rob didn’t see the stranger, but he did see Archie, the boy who often hung about the harbour to help him tether his boat and lift the catch. Spotting Rob, Archie waved wildly. ‘Hello Rob,’ he yelled, in that loud way he had of speaking, doubtless on account of his grandmother’s deafness. Rob cut down the hill and approached Archie, who was grinning from ear to ear.


‘Happy New Year, Archie,’ Rob said, glancing into his bag of shopping. Biscuits, or Betsy Manson’s black bun? Archie would prefer the biscuits. But so would Rob.


‘Happy New Year, Rob,’ Archie shouted, beaming up at him.


Rob pulled out the packet of chocolate Hob-Nobs and offered them to the lad.


‘For me?’ He was banging his chest. ‘For Archie?’


‘Yeah, Archie. All for you.’


‘You’re a great man, Rob, a great man,’ Archie said, staring at the biscuits like they were diamonds. ‘The best.’


A lump rose in Rob’s throat. He laughed, and patted Archie on the back. ‘You’re the best, Archie, not me,’ Rob said.


Heading back over the bridge, Rob stared down into the frothing, peaty water. It was a habit. And many’s the fine trout he had lifted from that spot. He spied something down there, snagged on a rock. He shimmied down the bank and fished out a black leather glove. It could go into the outhouse, along with the other random things he had pulled out the river or combed from the shore.


Pushing open his front door he recalled the word Gladys Crowther had used; Zhivago.


The old woman spent so much time in about everybody’s business Rob marvelled she had time to watch films. He couldn’t cry out in the night without the whole village knowing, by midday next day, that poor Rob Sinclair had had one hell of a nightmare. Again.


Rob forgot about nosy Gladys Crowther, and imagined instead what Julie Christie in the film Dr Zhivago might look like. From the glimpse of the woman he had spotted through his binoculars, she seemed tall, curvy, a mass of blonde hair. He couldn’t clearly bring to mind her face, just a fleeting, almost wildly happy expression. He took his cup of tea upstairs – the only place with a view to the sea. Told himself he was checking the weather but found himself scanning the shore for a film star in a fur coat with blonde, messy hair.


Or a selkie.


There’s more in the sea than you think, his dad used to say. Fanciful thinking, his mother called it. That’s what happens when you’re too long out on the water, you lose touch with reality, she said.


Rob’s dad couldn’t argue with her. She’d wanted a good house with no drafts. She’d wanted shopping centres and coffee shops. Places to go. Dinner parties. A normal life, she’d called it.


Aye, Robbie, his dad said, when he’d taken a dram and played laments on the accordion, I couldn’t give her what she wanted.


Before long the ache was back. It wasn’t yet midday, but Rob opened a beer. Because it would be cold out on the sea. And because it was still New Year. Remembering old Miss Manson’s cake, he broke off an end. He raised his drink and black bun to the window, toasting the sea, the gulls and the mysterious stranger.


That night he couldn’t sleep. Maybe it was the ginger in the black bun. Or the stranger appearing just as he was getting a handle on life. Or at any rate, used to keeping his head down. Used to expecting little. The tap in the bathroom dripped. As he lay there the drip got louder, like a clock ticking the minutes and years of his life away. He cursed the landlord who took his money and left the place to rot. Rob staggered through to the bathroom, fumbling in the dark. He stuffed a towel under the tap. As he fell back into bed, he vowed to make more of an effort. Throw out stuff he never used. Like the piano.


The drip was duller now but still splatting. To mask it he turned his radio on, the signal torn between Radio Na Gael, the World Service and Caithness FM. He tried tuning to one frequency.


Closing his eyes he let the hissing poetry of the sea unjangle him; Viking… North Utsire… South Utsire… Forties… Cromarty…. two… falling…
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MAIRI STARED AT the wooden sign propped against a stone: Heatherlee farm. The place then. ‘Don’t let on who you are,’ Izzy had said, over and over. And still did, as if death had merely disembodied her but preserved her voice. Mairi snatched in a deep breath, readjusting her image of Heatherlee, reminding herself it was January. Of course it would look bleak. Nonetheless her heart sank. She couldn’t help seeing the litter under jagged bushes, a blue piece of plastic snagged in a clump of heather. A rusted tractor-part in a muddy field and one bent and stunted tree. It was all flat, rough fields and low, tumbled walls. Desolate somehow. Mairi set her plastic bag down on the flagstone by the farmhouse door. The wind stung her cheeks. She kidded herself it was that brought the tears.


Don’t give them the satisfaction. Her mother had warned her. I was hurled from the clan and that means you too.


Mairi breathed to still the storm. She ran her fingers through her hair, wiped the tears with her sleeve. After two days huddled over her suitcase in the hotel delivery cupboard she felt, and was sure she looked, exhausted. She had left the suitcase there for now, packed with ridiculous clothes she would never need, most of them Izzy’s. She tugged her lips into a smile, then knocked.


As if Mackie had picked up the phone as soon as she had left the shop, to let the Gunns know a bit company was on the way, the door was opened immediately. An old man peered out. Her first impression of him was a flush of red. About his ruddy face was a shock of wiry grey hair. Hair from his nostrils, hair from his ears. ‘Yes?’ he asked, his voice cold and his look suspicious.


‘I… I was supposed to get a job in the hotel.’ Her whole body trembled. This was her grandfather. Here were her people. Mairi tried to find herself in his weathered face. She blinked tears away.


‘What?’ he called, as if he was deaf, or didn’t understand her accent.


For God’s sake, don’t tell them who you are. Izzy had drummed that into her. But Mairi didn’t need to dance to her mother’s tune now. Though here she was, doing just that. Pretend you’re foreign, you’re an actress, aren’t you? ‘In hotel,’ she said, grasping for some vague foreign voice despite her good intentions. ‘For job, you know, but…’ She shrugged, looked helpless, ‘no hotel. So… I need place to stay. Man in shop said… caravan?’


She despised herself with this phoney voice. She had meant to be herself, whoever that was, but here she was, bowing to the mad demands of a dead mother intent on revenge.


The old man eyed her up and down. In front of him stood a young woman in high-heeled boots, a long, green dress and, over it, a fur coat, though by his blank expression she could have been a cow at the mart. Mairi glimpsed a white-haired woman in the hallway. ‘In the shop…’ she went on, trying to see the woman over his shoulder, ‘they said, that, um, caravan… um…’


‘Aye,’ the old man said, ‘it’s round by the byre.’


He said she could have the caravan for £50 a week and he’d include coal for that. He didn’t care where she was from or what she’d done. None of his business, he said as he showed her the old caravan behind the cow shed. It was painted a dull green colour, with mould patches and dents, decades past its prime. ‘It’s rain proof,’ he said, not sounding sure.


Mairi mounted the two stone steps and peered inside. ‘Aye, well, a bitty damp,’ he continued, when still she didn’t say anything, ‘but fine when you get a fire going.’


The state of the caravan was the last thing on her mind. This was Izzy’s dad. Right in front of her. Her grandad! And the woman she had glimpsed was surely her grandmother. They had cut out their daughter, Izzy had told her, in that airless flat in Magnolia Road, so that means you’re cut out too. Izzy had snipped the smoke-thick air to ram it home. Just do them jobs then get the hell out of there.


And go where, Mairi wondered?


‘Twenty-five, and that’s my lowest offer.’ He shifted uncomfortably. ‘Do you understand? Do you speak English?’


‘I can work,’ she blurted. ‘I am strong.’


‘Aye, well,’ he muttered, ‘are ee sure?’


‘Sure. I came to work in hotel, but, like I said, got wrong information.’ She laughed mirthlessly. ‘Is closed. So, sure, I can do farm work. Why not? Got to do something.’ Her accent was doing that shifting thing. It would start to imitate the old man soon if she wasn’t careful.


‘You don’t want to be working in ‘at hotel anyway,’ he said, shaking his head. Then he gestured in the direction of the crumbling walls. ‘The dykes need mending, as yea can see. I’ll get to it by and by. I jist need stones lifted oot the far field, not what you might call woman’s work, but,’ he glanced at her hands, ‘it’s a terrible stony ground.’


Mairi looked at the bleak fields. ‘I can lift stones.’


‘Pile them by the walls. At’ll mak my job easier. I’ll gie you boots, a jacket, thick gloves.’ His gaze wandered off towards the farmhouse. ‘And… if you can gie a bitty help in ee hoose as well.’


‘Yes. Thank you for kindness,’ giving a vague Eastern European throaty edge to her voice, but wanting to hug him, though Izzy had had nothing but scorn for him. He was old and broken now, she could see that.


As if her remark had loosened speech in him, he blurted, ‘Aye, these dykes are far from what they once were. A guid mony stones have fallen loose and we’ve lost a few beasts on account o’ these damn shoddy walls.’ Mairi waited for him to mention a lost daughter.


The two of them stood outside the caravan, not speaking. In the distance a few sheep bleated.


‘And like I said, maybe a bitty help for the wife,’ he picked up his speech, ‘for cleaning, stuff like that. She’s not… not herself… but…’


Mairi nodded, picturing a grandmother in an apron, with soft white hair. Cakes and buns. ‘The walls need patching.’ He cut in on her fairy tale. ‘We’re aye buffeted by wind.’


He said he would show her the facilities. As they neared the farmhouse Mairi caught a glimpse of the woman at the window. ‘Ye’ll no be needing they…’ he was staring at her, seeming to grope for the words, ‘swanky clothes. Not for roond here.’


Mairi remembered that. How Izzy had said the old man had no time for women dressing up fancy. How he liked his wife plain as a ploughed field in winter. He tamed her, Izzy had said, her voice thick with scorn, but he could never tame me.


‘I can be…’ she looked around at the broken dykes, the tufts of thick grass, ‘farm girl.’ Like it was a part in a play.


‘Aye well, if you’re sure.’ He showed her the back door to the farmhouse, how there was a toilet with a sink by the kitchen, and a bathroom next to that. He told her about mealtimes; eight o’clock, midday and five o’clock. They’d give her food, he said, for the work. He nodded back in the direction of the old caravan. ‘It just needs warmed up.’


‘Is fine,’ Mairi said, because in that moment it was. Forlorn-looking but a million miles from Magnolia Road. Or the other sad flats she had lived in with her mother. In Carlisle, Preston, Crawley. And other places she couldn’t remember. Always moving. Restless. Like leaves in wind. As if Izzy had always been searching for Ronester. ‘But I’ll be damned if I go where I’m not wanted,’ she’d said, her jaw set tight.


Mairi looked at him and smiled. ‘Thank you. Thank you for your kindness.’


‘I’ll put coal by,’ he said, ‘for the stove. And my wife will do your meals. She’s good at that anyway. Look at me.’ He patted his stomach and laughed, then stopped. ‘So, a fair deal, I think. Work for food and board.’ He seemed to run out of steam, like a man, Mairi thought, out of the habit of company. She felt a pang for him, for that much they shared. He went into the farmhouse and shut the door.


Mairi hurried past the cow byre and made her way to the old caravan, pushing back the mottled glass door, smelling the damp inside and looking for something to barricade the door with. There had been no mention of a key. Inside she let the tears come. For better or worse, she was home. These were her people.


The old man had given her firelighters plus twigs for kindling. He’d also left a bag dangling from the door handle with bananas and scones in it. Mairi wolfed them down, then managed to coax the fire into life. She stared into the flames, felt the heat and the possibility things might get better.


As the caravan warmed up, she emptied the contents of her bag onto the floor; her red dress, her scrapbook of film stars’ pictures, a leopard print toilet bag, underwear, toothbrush, face cream, a hairbrush, a photograph of Izzy wearing a pale blue jumper; the mother photo, Mairi called it.


By the mother photo was the stolen golden ring that had belonged to her grandfather’s mother; Elizabeth Gunn. A wonder it wasn’t a fat diamond for all the stories Mairi had heard about this ring, this symbol of belonging. How ancient it was. Scottish gold, and how it meant family, pride and clan. And how Izzy, banished from both, nicked it. Mairi slipped it onto her finger. In a more straightforward world, this would be hers.


Alongside the ring was the cardboard box filled with Izzy’s ashes. In an effort to jazz it up Mairi had wrapped the box in a red silk scarf. Mairi propped a photo of Marilyn Monroe against the shelf, and put the mother photo under her pillow. All the other things she had dragged up from London, the costumes, clothes, shoes, boots, to start this new life, felt a burden. They were still in the suitcase in the hotel delivery cupboard. For all the parts she might play. All the people she might be.


For a long time she gazed into the flames, as if answers were there. Perhaps they were, for it came to her, simply, without any of the Izzy drama. She wanted her own life. A place to belong. And a people to belong to. Home, was that too much to hope for?


The fire crackled.


‘Aye,’ she could imagine Izzy saying, ‘way too much.’


But Izzy was dead.


A swift push over the cliff in the night-time would get rid of Izzy’s clothes, and the boas and fans, the gowns and cloaks – the parts she’d never play and, free from Izzy’s deluded ambition, realised she’d never wanted to. She pictured the suitcase crash to the waves below, smashing open, costumes billowing and curtseying in the salty sea.


Inside the damp caravan she lay on the narrow bench-bed, her fur coat wrapped over her. She guessed it was mid-afternoon, although the light was already draining from the day. And the fire had gone out. Good thing she didn’t feel the cold. She gazed out the window, watching silhouettes of the barn, the slope of field, a barbed-wire fence. Everything became swallowed up by a darkness that came so early. She looked around for a light switch and saw, in a panic, there was none.


The cupboard in the hotel had been dark, but she’d been too exhausted to care. The hours in that cupboard now seemed unreal, a dream.


But this caravan was real. Night fell fast. She snatched in breath. Slapped her arms and legs to feel she existed.


Candle. Where was it? And why had she let the fire go out? Where were the matches? Looking out of the window there was nothing. At all. Not even a streetlight. It was unending black universe out there, and she was an insignificant dot. Her chest tightened. The dark could swallow her up and she’d cease to exist.


Then what?


Breathe.


She patted the bench, as if her trembling fingers might land on a box of matches.


Breathe. It’s only night.


Then it came to her out of the terrible blackness; a life line of language.


Kind darkness.


It would not harm her.


Near dawn the dreams came. A vision of her mother, skeleton thin, looming over her, telling her to get on with these three wee jobs. Because dead, Izzy was moaning, is not gone.


Mairi woke from the dream, her heart racing. She batted her eyes open and saw where she was. The early morning light in the old caravan was grey, more a half-light. The bad dream was replaced by the hum of waves in the distance. The slow hush and drag of water worked like a spell. Mairi had gone into the winter sea the night she arrived and it hadn’t killed her. She’d go in again, wash Izzy off her. Wash off everything.


Reaching the stony beach, and relieved to find it deserted, she stumbled to the water’s edge. The glinting water drew her like a magnet. Already there was a pink tinge on the eastern horizon. Hurriedly she stepped out of the ridiculous high heeled boots, dropped her fur coat behind her and waded in. She yelped with the rush of cold around her legs. A crying gull flew above her. The sea rose higher and enveloped her thighs. She dipped her hands in the cold water, threw up spray and laughed. She had survived the night. She had tracked down her grandparents. She had a place to stay. And a job! Hardly the fabled West End, but it was real, like being an actress never was. Suddenly she felt euphoric. A wave rolled towards her, wrapping her waist. Exhilaration rushed through her. She screamed, laughed, pushed forward, her whole body tingling like something long dormant was waking. She managed two, four strokes, gasping, still yelping. Her fingers were shooting pins and needles. But she didn’t care. She rolled over, gazed up at the vastness of the sky and a wave broke over her head.


In moments she was back on the beach, wrapping the fur coat tight about her. In the distance a dog barked. She clambered into the boots and hobbled back up the steep hill path, her breath billowing into the early morning air.


Not seeing the fisherman at his window, following her with his binoculars.


Back in the caravan, Mairi towel-dried her hair. Her whole body was glowing. She pulled on her green dress, trying to calm her breathing. With trembling fingers, she smoothed down her hair and left the caravan. At the door of the caravan were a pair of green wellington boots. Gratefully, Mairi pulled off Izzy’s old boots and slipped her feet into the roomy wellies. Feeling like a country girl in an old rural film, she clomped her way to the farmhouse.


From inside she could hear the tinny drone of a radio. That stopped her. Izzy had been a radio fan. As the world (as Izzy had called everything else, as though they were somehow excluded from it) rushed on streaming films, with apps for this and apps for that, Izzy had kept faithful to the radio. When the old Hollywood movies were not on, the radio was. It’s company, she had said. Now here it was again, the familiar tinny drone.


Mairi tried the door handle. It gave, so she let herself in to a small porch. ‘Hello,’ she called. She took off the wellies and in bare feet padded towards the cosy kitchen, a contrast to the wild, vast, cold, invigorating sea. There, by the kitchen table, with her back to her, was her grandmother, bent over some task. Tears pricked Mairi’s eyes. It seemed she had traversed continents to reach this small, warm place and this old, bent woman, who appeared to be sawing at a loaf of bread. Mairi stared at the loose knot of her grandmother’s apron, saw how her shoulders hunched over, strands of white hair spilled free of their pins.


The old woman cut on, humming along to the radio. Hm, mm, mm…


Mairi watched as the woman set the knife down and rubbed the small of her back, the humming shifting into little pained sighs.


‘Um… hello.’


With a gasp the old woman turned round, knocking the knife over. It clattered onto the floor. ‘Oh,’ she cried, ‘now would you look at that?’


Mairi stepped forward and bent to pick up the knife. ‘I… I am…’ she stammered, setting the knife back on the table.


‘The worker,’ the old woman said, smiling, her gaze flitting from the knife to the young woman now standing in front of her. ‘I know. And that…’ she gestured to the knife, ‘is a sign a stranger will visit.’


Mairi stared at her, trying to see Izzy, or herself, in this careworn mirror. Maybe there was a resemblance, some turn to the nose, some dreaminess about the eyes. A softness Izzy never had. And a roundness to her that Izzy used to have.
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