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			SUNDAY

			THE BLIZZARD WAS full-on – three hours instead of one with freezing fog, black ice and snow-snow-snow all the way. Penicuik, the Devil’s Beef Tub, then tailgating the same Argos lorry over the Moffat Hills, snailing it behind Mr and Mrs Cautious down the M74.

			A one-man avalanche from Edinburgh – you’ve made it. You’re here. That’s what counts.

			And so . . .

			Time to get psyched up, get focused.

			But first things first — 

			Log on. You’ve been driving for ever, so there’s bound to be something. So many messages, so many puffs of oxygen to keep you breathing. It’s not just you, of course – you can see it in people’s faces when their mobiles ring, the relief that somebody wants them.

			C U @ 8 lol J x

			The lovely Janice. You text her, confirming . . . and that’s you back on solid ground. Another Sunday, another Mum visit, then a seventies download and the body-contour leather to carry you safely home. Second shave, second shower and into the second-best suit – for Janice, plus all the trimmings.

			Takes care of the day, takes care of you.

			Your phone snapped shut, you breathe easy once more.

			Life’s good.

			Well, isn’t it?

			Zap-lock the car.

			The path’s needing shovelled clear and salted. A good six inches’ worth. Fuck. If only you’d thought to bring your magic wand! But no probs. Fifteen minutes tops will see it — 

			No.

			No. No.

			The front door’s locked and her key’s still in the mortice, inside. Jesus. How often have you told her about that key, about not leaving it in the lock? Maybe she’s not been out all weekend? Maybe she’s fallen? Can’t get herself out of the bath?

			Which’ll mean breaking down the door.

			Not again.

			A good loud knock first, loud enough to wake the — 

			No. Don’t even think of it.

			Thumping your fist big time. The snow’s running ice-wet under your collar, the wind’s razor-cutting your face. Stamp-stamp-stamping your feet on the front step to stop them turning into blocks of ice. You spoke on the phone only a few hours ago. She’d sounded fine, looking forward to seeing you.

			You’re freezing. Stamp-stamp-stamp. Thump-thump-thump . . .

			Ninety years lying crumpled in a heap on the living room floor like she’s — 

			Don’t even think — 

			Thank God.

			The time it’s taking her to turn the key in the lock . . .

			‘Yes?’ Her tone of voice, like she’s never met you before. Not opening the door enough to let you in.

			‘Mum? It’s Sunday. I’ve come to — ’

			‘Your mother? Are you sure you’ve got the right house? I’m Mrs Stewart. Maggie Stewart.’

			‘Let me in, Mum. I’m freezing out here. It’s me. Tom.’

			‘Tom? You know Tom?’ Her face suddenly all smiles. Opening the door a little more. ‘You’ve some news of him?’

			‘News? It’s me, I’m telling you.’

			‘But you do know Tom?’

			‘Of course I know — ’

			‘Then you’d better come in.’

			At last. Into the cottage, into her sitting room – and a coal fire blazing in the grate. That’s more like it.

			 ‘Well then, and how is Tom?’ She sits down.

			‘But, Mum, can’t you see it’s me?’

			‘I was told he’d be well looked after, so I hope he’s fine. Mrs Saunders was most reassuring.’

			‘Mrs Saunders? Who’s Mrs — ?’

			‘Tom won’t remember her, of course. He was far too young. Between you and me, it’s best he never hears her name. Best for everyone.’

			What the hell’s she on about? The melted snow’s dripping into your eyes, down your neck, your back. You want a towel. You want a seat. You want to get warmed up.

			‘Don’t you recognise me, Mum? Today’s Sunday. I’ve driven down from Edinburgh same as always to see you — ’

			Noticing you’ve glanced across at the tea trolley beside her, laid out with the usual straggled columns of playing cards — 

			‘Learned to play patience during the war, and still keep it up,’ she tells you. Like you didn’t know already. ‘Learned how to cheat then, too. The way you cheated turned into new rules so the game could go on. It had to, so you’d survive.’

			Like she’s talking to a complete stranger.

			‘Played it while waiting for the bombs to fall, sitting there in the black-out, waiting and waiting. Hearing the planes, the anti-aircraft guns in Leith . . .’

			Best to move things along. ‘I’ll make us some tea.’

			Through to the kitchen. Water. Kettle. A towel for the hair.

			Tea in the pot. Mugs, milk jug, plate of biscuits. Finish off the drying, set up the tray. Then through to get the afternoon back on course.

			‘Here we are, Mum. I found a packet of HobNobs.’

			Getting everything back to a normal Sunday. Some tea, some talk. Fix what needs fixed. Clear her path, then hit the road in time to begin the arctic crawl that’ll take — 

			But . . . her photos? What’s she done with the signed publicity shot of you as Mr Magic? It should be on the mantelpiece. And the lace curtains? What’s she taken them down for? Might make the room seem brighter, but — 

			‘. . . if the game worked out. We got bombed anyway. I was the only one in the family to survive. Nowhere to stay till the laird in the big house took pity. Lived here ever since. Sixty years and more, would you believe?’

			Talking like you’d never lived here yourself, weren’t brought up here. Like she’s never seen you before. Doesn’t even know you.

			Can it happen that sudden?

			She’s half-rising from her chair as if to greet you for the first time. Such a warm, warm smile – you’ve not seen the like for months. So unexpected, so different from how she usually — 

			‘You needn’t worry, I’m really pleased to see you. I really am. I always knew you’d come.’ She’s almost in tears. Happy tears.

			‘But I always do, Mum! I come every Sunday, don’t I? When we spoke this morning I — ’

			‘I knew you’d come.’ She’s taken your hand and begun drawing it slowly down her face so your fingertips rest briefly on her eyes, her cheeks. Her lips.

			What the hell’s all this?

			‘I’m so very, very happy.’

			Next thing, she’s led you across to the window where you stand side by side gazing out at her garden and the countryside beyond, a complete white-out of fields, woods and sky as far as you can see. Now the snow’s easing off there’s a few patches of faint blue, a last handful of tumbling flakes.

			Gripping your arm: ‘That’s how I knew.’ Pointing to what at first looks like a smudged fingerprint on the glass, a daytime moon: ‘Everything’ll be fine now, won’t it, now you’re here?’

			And next moment she’s touching your face, your eyes, cheeks, lips. She smiles again, ‘And you are here, aren’t you?’ She’s so happy, happier than you’ve seen her in a very long time.

			Quite unexpectedly, she steps up close and kisses you on the mouth.

			‘Mum?’

			 At the same moment she’s put her arms round you, pressing herself against you: ‘I’m so pleased, so — ’

			‘Stop, Mum! What’re you doing?’ You pull away from her. ‘No. No. You can’t — ’

			‘Michael! Michael, please — ’

			Michael? Your father? She thinks that you’re — ?

			You take a step back. As gently as possible, holding her at arms’ length.

			‘It’s me, Mum. Tom. It’s Sunday, same as always, and I’ve come to see you.’ Does she understand what you’re saying? ‘Mum? Don’t you know who I — ?’

			The utter desperation in her face now, the wretchedness.

			Then her anger, sudden and out of nowhere: ‘Yes, I know who you are. I know all about you.’

			Her anger, then utter fury.

			‘Get out of my house!’ Screaming now, almost losing her balance as she staggers a couple of steps. ‘Get out! Get out!’ Her arm waving wildly towards the door. ‘out!’

			You can see what’s going to happen next. About to fall, she’s clutched at the trolley . . .

			Which tips over, scattering playing cards everywhere . . .

			You rush over and manage to catch her just in time.

			Saving the day.

			Nice one. That’s you – a safe pair of hands. Mr Magic, right enough. Forget the no-kids and marriage number three flushed down the pan with no regrets, you’re all she’s got. She knows it, too. Deep down. She must do. She loves you.

			And it’s only a moment later – when you’re helping your mother back to her seat, your arm holding her and keeping her steady – that she turns and spits in your face.
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			LISTEN, MAGGIE: AS the years continue to slip from your grasp, you can see your younger self in front of you – thirty-year-old Maggie Davies as was, walking the length of the ship and back again, alone, past oil drums and coils of rusted chain, past the covered lifeboat creaking on its ropes.

			No one else on deck, not a breath of wind, and the June sun failing to break through the half-mist, half-drizzle cloud that hangs above the dull heaviness of sea.

			Up and down, up and down the wet boards, she goes . . .

			Apart from the muffled chug-chug-chug of the ship’s engine somewhere below, the only sounds are from seagulls screeching overhead and the propellers churning up the sullen stillness of the Minch. Maggie is glad of her woollen beret, her gabardine and scarf – these are all the outdoor clothes she’s brought. The trip is not a holiday.

			Lying here in the near-darkness of your bedroom in the care home, adrift between past and present, you’re being carried to and fro by currents that run deeper than any measured time, currents that crisscross days, years and decades alike. Your days and years – until once again you’re on that small ferry sailing from Mallaig to Stornoway. The salt-sea dampness in the air washes over you, the smell of paraffin almost turning your stomach whenever you pass too near the stern . . .

			How clearly it’s all coming back to you now, more vivid than any long-ago photograph could ever be. Mumble-singing to yourself: ‘Speed bonnie boat, like a bird on the wing . . .’

			Straining to open your eyes, desperate for the reassurance of the familiar chest of drawers, the wardrobe and easy chair you’ve brought with you from your cottage to Rosehaven House, your toiletries arranged on the glass shelf above the wash hand basin, the tea trolley with its half-finished game of patience waiting for you, the portable DAB radio beside your bed . . .

			Sixty years foreshortened at a glance – like when you’d stood at your living-room window that morning, gazing out across the countryside under snow . . . yesterday, was it? Last week? Last month? No matter. Overnight, a handful of precious stones had been scattered across the pane where they’d frozen solid – an arrested cascade of light. Too cold to go out, the side roads probably blocked, and the pearl-sheen sky hard as a sheet of ice. The path up to the big house would be impossible for walking. Across on Keir’s Hill, you could see some of the village children stumbling about in the snow, trying to clear a run for their sledges — 

			That’s when you saw it, high above the village, and remembered the name you’d made up all those years ago.

			A ghost moon.

			So comforting it seemed to you then, as you’d paused for a moment at your cottage window, and so familiar. You traced its outline, hardly daring to press your fingertip on the chill glass, afraid the sliver of unexpected light might melt to nothing at your touch.

			But there’s no need to be afraid any more, Maggie, and no need to pretend. When the past returns, it is already an act of pretence. There’s no shame in this – for how else could anyone bear to go on living?

			Close your eyes and watch as Maggie Davies continues to pace the wooden deck. See, she’s come to a sudden stop to stare down into the cold waters of the Outer Hebrides. A solitary woman, a mere silhouette pressed by chance against a backdrop of mist and sunless water . . .

			The bedsheet feels slightly tight across your chest where it’s been tucked in. They wanted you to be comfortable is all, and feel secure. The worst is over, Maggie, and the best just about to begin. Really.

			Though it’s still daylight outside, the woman you call Boss Beryl has already been in to draw your curtains. She pulled the door shut behind her when she left, without a word.

			Close your eyes. Something wonderful is about to happen.

			Listen — 
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			WHEN THE FERRY docked in Stornoway, Maggie struggled down the swaying wooden gangway, her heavy suitcase bumping against her legs. No Waverley Station this with its grime and grit, no soot-blackened walls and layers of soiled daylight seeping down through the trapped, filthy air – the ship’s arrival had been perfectly timed for her to see the mist being burned away to reveal a Hebridean sky so vast, so generous and light-filled it looked newly made. There was the clean smell of sea and of heaped cod, mackerel and salmon packed in ice – the morning’s catch being winched ashore to be stacked on the quayside next to the creels of live lobster and crab. But as for the stench of gutted fish wafting in the hot sun – she had to move further away, and quickly.

			The white-bricked harbour master’s office was so spick-and-span it must surely have been built only the day before, ready to greet her. Two men who might have been father and son were lifting fish boxes into a van. Seagulls celebrated her safe arrival by strutting up and down the quayside, screeching in excitement, and rising into the air every few seconds only to settle again a yard or so nearer to the dripping crates. The older man looked up and addressed her in Gaelic. Maggie shook her head.

			 ‘Grand day, missus!’ His unfamiliar cadence, its singsong gentleness, made the commonplace greeting sound like an ancient psalm of welcome.

			‘Really beautiful!’ She smiled back at him.

			What energy surged through her! What hope! Coming here had cost her more than she could afford, but what choice had she? Nowhere to stay in Edinburgh, no job and her small savings soon to run out. Nobody knew her here, not really. The Isle of Lewis was a foreign country near enough, a new beginning surely.

			By the time she’d found out what bus she should take, it had already departed and the next wasn’t due to leave until the following morning.

			A taxi?

			She’d no money for taxis.

			But then she’d no money for hotels either.

			The boarding house Maggie was directed to overlooked Stornoway harbour. The landlady, a woman who introduced herself as Mrs Stewart, ushered her into the sitting room, talking all the while about the promise of a good summer to come and asking if she’d be taking a cup of tea with them?

			‘This is my son Michael,’ she added, indicating a man in his thirties seated by the fire.

			Maggie was surprised when son Michael made no move to get up from his chair to greet her; instead he simply held out his hand, letting it waver slightly as he fumbled the empty air to make contact.

			‘Pleased to meet you.’ His voice had such unexpected warmth and assurance that she let her hand remain in his as he invited her to lean towards him. Next moment, he had reached up to pass his fingers over her face. It only took a few seconds, his fingertips were so gentle she hardly felt their touch. His eyes meanwhile remained still, seeming to be permanently awash with milk. She kept expecting him to blink to clear his vision, but he never did.

			While she and Mrs Stewart discussed terms, Maggie noticed that the glass on the mantelpiece clock had been removed. Hours later, lying sleeplessly upstairs, she was to imagine the blind man getting up from his chair, taking a few steps across the well-charted darkness to hold his hands up to the clock face in front of him, feeling for the time.

			The cost of one night’s lodging settled, she was shown up to the first-floor bedroom. Having pointed out the bathroom and WC at the end of the corridor, the older woman then lowered her voice to explain about her son returning from the war, blinded for life. ‘But at least he came back. Not like my husband.’ Adding, as if to remind herself: ‘We count ourselves lucky.’

			Dinner was fish and chips, sitting on a bench that overlooked the sea. Then Maggie took a walk round the harbour before returning to the boarding house. It was still light when she went to bed.

			‘A grand summer’s morning, sure enough. On holiday, are you?’ Mrs Stewart had come through to offer more tea.

			‘Just a short break.’

			‘That’ll be nice – a few days to yourself before your husband joins you.’

			Though her porridge hadn’t had time to cool properly, Maggie at once doubled her spooning rate. ‘I’ve never been to Lewis before and hear it’s beautiful.’

			‘Aye, when the rain’s crossed to the mainland and the midges are safe in their beds, it has a beauty like nowhere else on earth. You could try visiting the west coast, over Bernera way.’

			 ‘Well . . .’

			 ‘You’ll have folk to visit, more like?’ The teapot was positioned on its protective cork mat, the tea-cosy replaced.

			Hot spoonful after hot spoonful was being cleared rapidly under Mrs Stewart’s steady gaze.

			‘Can I get you some toast, Mrs Davies?’

			‘No thank you, Mrs Stewart. I’d best be getting my things ready.’ One last spoonful and she was finished. ‘Thank you for the lovely breakfast – a great start to the day.’ She got to her feet. ‘I’ll look in before I go, to settle up.’

			Ten minutes later Maggie made her way to the terminus where the bus waited to take her to the Eye Peninsula.

			Once out of Stornoway, the Portnaguran bus rattled and bumped along the single track road sounding its horn every few minutes to warn slow-moving horse-and-carts to pull into the nearest passing place. It stopped to let off passengers at small villages, at road ends and junctions, at single houses even. When it crossed the open stretch of causeway the bus seemed to fill with light and, on either side, there was a glitter of sun-splashed waters and endless sky. The peninsula itself was flat moorland, utterly treeless. Maggie began keeping watch for road signs announcing the next huddle of cottages and the occasional black house with its turf roof – the village of Knock . . . then Melbost . . . Sleebost . . .

			The photograph showed a stone-built house set well back from the road. The Callanders were distant family. Maggie had never met them, but for as long as she could remember there’d been an exchange of Christmas cards between the two households. On taking over their croft a year or so before, they’d written to her parents inviting them to visit any time, adding that their daughter, if she was still living at home, might fancy coming over for a longer stay. She could help around the croft and with the peat-cutting, they’d suggested – and there were more than enough local men back from the war who were still looking for a wife! ‘Maybe you’d have better luck in the Hebrides than in these awful dance halls,’ her mother had remarked as she’d propped up the photograph on the mantelpiece, next to some postcards. ‘John and Isobel – Céad mile fáilte’ was scribbled on the back, ‘a hundred thousand welcomes’.

			Maggie peered once more at the photograph, holding it up close to the bus window to see better the weathered-looking building with its storm windows set deep in the wall, the cement path with vegetable patch on one side, drying green on the other, and the moorland stretching beyond the fence. Not a tree in sight and hardly a bush even, nothing to relieve the emptiness of the landscape. While pacing the ship’s deck she’d gone up that front path a score of times at least, trying to decide how she’d introduce herself – and she’d still no idea.

			Mr and Mrs Callander, John and his wife Isobel, had done their best to take up a happy-family pose on the front step of their new property – arms round each other, the promise of kindness showing in their faces, and Callander squinting into the sun’s glare with a hand raised to shield his eyes. Maggie tilted the photo to catch the best light.

			‘clachtarvie!’ The driver had to call out several times before she realised she’d come to her stop – she’d been far too engrossed in what she could make out of Mr Callander’s face and in the cheerful smile his wife was giving to the camera.

			The bus drove off leaving her in the middle of nowhere. There was a scattering of cottages, the peat bog, and a clear-sounding peewit, peewit from high up in the sky – no bird to be seen, however. Ahead lay the dazzling sheen of sunlight caught by the sea. Like the landscape in the black-and-white photograph but friendlier-looking, and with the pleasing warmth of the sun on her skin.

			To her left an unpaved road led down towards a bay. There were no street signs, but this had to be the right direction. She began walking. The houses on either side stood a good fifty feet apart, each on its own patch of ground. She made her way down the street inspecting them as she passed. It was hot now, but with a chill undercurrent blowing in from the sea. At the last house on the right, she stopped. Yes, here was the place she knew so well from the photograph. Someone had made a start on pebble-dashing the front wall and small stones lay heaped nearby. Maybe she could offer to help them finish? A life-sized jigsaw where all the pieces were the same – easy! The wreck of a dark-blue car, wheel-less, with its axles up on blocks and one of the side doors missing, squatted over by the fence. Its bumper trailed in the uncut grass.

			Pushing the gate so that it swung open to admit her . . . Waiting for it to close with a dull thwack of wood against wood . . .

			Forcing herself the three, four, five, six steps up the path.

			The door turned out to be varnished a dark brown. There was no bell. She put down her suitcase.

			A deep breath. Her hand lifted ready to knock . . .

			Her last chance to turn back.

			Her firm rap on the wood panel echoed inside the house. Such a dull hollowness was nothing like the cheerful tongue-and-clapper jingle made by a city tenement doorbell swinging on its wire to announce that she’d arrived at a friend’s and was waiting downstairs, eager to be let in. Back home, in a decade that had seen parts of Edinburgh and Glasgow turned to rubble, the purely physical summons of bare knuckles battering on someone’s door would have suggested urgency and alarm, a warning that something terrible was happening or had already taken place – a house bombed, the danger of fire, escaped gas or the building’s imminent collapse. Here on the Outer Hebrides, however, her knock would hold no such threat. It was a friendly tap on a door, nothing more. This was how things were done here and always had been, she told herself, a commonplace gesture of neighbourliness. Having knocked once, she lifted her hand away . . . and took a step back.

			No need to repeat the knock. Maggie could hear someone coming, calling ahead in a rush of Gaelic as they made their way from the back of the house. In time, she thought to herself, she’d probably have to learn the language.

			The door swung open. A man stood in the half-darkness of the interior. John Callander, it had to be. Red hair, red face. Smaller than in the photograph, dressed in a collarless shirt and waistcoat. Slippers. What had probably been intended as words of welcome were broken off in mid-phrase.

			Now they were face to face, was he about to greet her, to smile and shake her hand?

			To step aside, perhaps, ready to throw the door wide open?

			Was he about to take charge of her suitcase, and invite her in?

			Was he hell.

			John Callander stared at her and said nothing. There was a movement in the dimly lit hallway behind him, a suggestion of sweeping yellow hair and pale-coloured jersey. This would be Mrs Callander. Leaning against the inside of the door, she, too, seemed in no hurry to do anything.

			Maggie looked from one to the other and back again. Red man. Yellow woman. John and wife Isobel. Their combined silence blocking her entry.

			She cleared her throat. ‘Hello, I’m Maggie Davies. I’ve come from Edinburgh and — ’

			‘Yes, we know who you are . . .’

			The contempt in his voice, the disgust.

			As if a charge of electricity had found a hateful circuitry already in place inside her, she felt her body seize, her every muscle lock tight. She couldn’t breathe even, the next few seconds swelling up in her chest, her throat – a solid, choking mass.

			‘. . . and we know all about you.’ Callander took a step back into his house. And slammed the door in her face.

			Stumbling over to the derelict car to slump against its rusted bonnet, tears running down her face. Not even the strength to wipe them away.

			The partly pebble-dashed stonework, the vegetables planted in their rows, the trackless moorland, the very sky itself – everything around her suddenly reduced to a meaningless slapdash.

			She’d come to where the world stops.

			She stayed there.

			It was not until later, when she heard the sound of a vehicle going past on the main road, that she glanced up to see a van crossing the featureless landscape – she watched it getting smaller and smaller, its windscreen catching the sun’s glare for a moment as the road curved. Finally it vanished. At one point a teenage boy wearing an oversized army coat came out of the cottage opposite. He took his bicycle from where it leant against the wall and wheeled it across the garden before mounting. A last wave to someone at the window before he set off across the peat bog, his too-long coat tails flapping with each pedal thrust. Like the car earlier, he too grew smaller and smaller as he headed further into the flat, empty landscape. Finally he too vanished.

			The Callanders remained indoors all this time. What did they do while waiting for her to leave? Did they flick through the newspaper? Listen to the radio? Read their Bibles? Did they glance at each other every few minutes: Has she gone yet? Or did they sit completely at their ease, secure in their faith, confident that sooner or later they’d hear her footsteps retreat back down the path, followed by the thwack of their wooden gate as she took herself and the disgrace of her unwanted pregnancy out of their lives – helter-skeltering herself straight back to Hell where she belonged?

			When Maggie eventually managed to haul herself to her feet and stumble out onto the unpaved road, she was aware of being observed from behind the tight little window – no doubt the Callanders were making sure she hadn’t left her suitcase behind.

			With only the unseen peewit for company, she dragged herself and her suitcase all the way up to the main road. Four hours later, a bus appeared. She stared out the window all the way back to Stornoway, seeing nothing.

			Having returned to the bench where she’d eaten her fish supper the night before, Maggie sat watching the comings and goings on the small ferry tied up at the dockside. From time to time smoke came in casual puffs from its funnel. Through the large window she could see two men on the bridge having a long conversation. Passengers weren’t boarding yet. Every few minutes a red-headed sailor staggered up the gangway carrying a box or a crate; the bulkier-looking packages he balanced on his shoulders. Another sailor was coiling rope on the rear deck while a third looked on, smoking a cigarette. Everyone, it seemed, had something to do.

			Should she take the ferry back to the mainland, then the train to Edinburgh? She was in good time to board, if she wanted to.

			But did she?

			Back home? Back to her parents?

			Back to Edinburgh, at least?

			Stay on Lewis?

			For what?

			But . . . back to Edinburgh?

			After a while she felt like she’d been sitting there for ever, her suitcase at her feet.

			Eventually the small ship cast off, and soon there was only a slow trail of smoke drifting above the bay. The faraway rumble of the engines grew fainter and fainter.

			Why hadn’t she gone on board? She didn’t know.

			Why had she stayed? She didn’t know that either.

			She got to her feet and made her way along to Mrs Stewart’s boarding house.

			Early next morning Maggie was woken by the sound of heavy rain. She climbed out of bed and closed her window. Standing barefoot on the cold linoleum, she watched the fishing boats manoeuvre towards the harbour mouth before passing, one by one, out into the open sea. The grey-white puff-puff-puffs from their smokestacks were flattened by the wind before being taken up, tossed into the air and shredded to nothing. The steady thud-thud-thud of the engines was blown towards the shore, and whenever an extra-strong gust rattled the glass in its frame she pressed her hand against the pane, and stilled it.

			Soon enough the storm seemed to become a live thing trying to force its way into the house. She could hear it battering its fists on the downstairs door and hurling itself at the walls, but she knew she was safe. Mrs Stewart’s house was pre-war, and by a good couple of centuries. It had outlasted many storms and would see this one out, too, no problem.

			The floor shook so much she almost expected to be lifted off her feet or else to see the walls billow in and out like the sails of a long-ago ship far out at sea . . .

			Yes, far out at sea – that was where she really was. No land in sight and her only cargo her unborn child. Men, it seemed, always had some sort of harbour to make for. That was the nature of their world – a map of place names like Normandy, Amiens, Berlin. For men it was enough to identify aims and objectives, and then draw co-ordinates – that done, and with bayonets fixed, they marched, marched, marched into the future, whatever the cost. But for her, after that reception at the Callanders’, what destination remained?

			Even though it was mainly the Leith docks that had been bombed, everyone’s life and routine had been smashed beyond repair. Something had got into the works – the grit of countless deaths, perhaps – and a new kind of routine had taken over. She herself had worked long hours in a factory making bombs she knew would kill and maim, she’d packed ammunition that would cause death to someone’s husband or son.

			The last fishing boat having gone, she returned to bed. It was only five o’clock. Back under the blankets she lay listening to the storm. Even before getting herself pregnant, what had she been hoping for? During the last year of the war when their housemaid Annie had left to join the WRACs, Maggie had been expected to assist her mother in running the house. She’d cooked and cleaned, she’d scrubbed floors and brushed shoes, beaten carpets, polished brass work and mopped the outside steps. She was given pocket money for tram fare, for the pictures and for the odd evening out at the dancing. By the time peace was declared, she had turned twenty-five. Would this be the way of it from now on? she’d sometimes wondered as she passed through the hall on her way back to the kitchen, carrying the dirty dishes, her footsteps falling all too readily in step with the slow relentless tick . . . tick . . . tick . . . of the grandfather clock standing at the bottom of the stairs.

			Even when she joined her friends in the packed dance halls on Princes Street or at Fairley’s Ballroom at the top of Leith Walk, she’d often been aware of that merciless tick . . . tick . . . tick . . . inside her, as if she herself had become the empty sounding-board for the hours and days and years being relentlessly sliced off her life. Twenty-five became twenty-six, became twenty-seven. Whatever the music, whatever the band, more and more she found herself alone at the edge of the floor, stranded there, waiting to be asked to dance and waiting in vain. Every man, of course, was guaranteed a partner. Ten times over. She was marking time merely.

			She turned twenty-eight, twenty-nine, thirty . . .

			He wore a tie-pin that was probably some kind of army crest. Having persuaded her to remain on the floor for a second dance, a slow waltz, he told her he was called Danny and invited her to have a drink with him at the bar. As they stood in the crush, he said how he’d sometimes pictured a girl like her when things had got difficult. Taking her hand, he murmured that he’d been lucky to get through it all and had come home hoping to find someone special – did she know what he meant? While he rubbed the back of her hand, almost nervously, unconsciously perhaps even, he’d added in a shy voice that he’d imagined someone who, in their turn, had been waiting and keeping themselves for someone like him. He didn’t want one of these would-be glamorous girls who paraded about like they had film-star looks and were interested only in silk stockings, cigarettes and ration coupons. He leant nearer and whispered that he wanted a quiet girl, someone trusting, affectionate – someone to care for and who would care for him in return. This was what he told her as they stood sipping their drinks between dances that first evening.

			And, yes, she’d been exactly the kind of girl he’d wanted – a girl so desperate to get away from her parents’ home that she’d make herself believe every single word he told her. That she’d trust him, totally.

			She pushed aside the covers and placed both hands on her stomach. Just over three months’ pregnant but nothing showed yet, not even the slightest bump. The Callanders must have been warned. Having thrown her out of the house, her parents must have noticed the photograph was missing and written to them, letting them know of their daughter’s shameful ‘condition’ and expressing their own church-going views on the matter. Girls became women became wives became mothers – that was the proper way of it, the only way. If a girl couldn’t wait, then she had to marry whoever made her pregnant. Call it divine intervention, call it Russian roulette.

			Maggie punched her pillow, then lay staring up at the ceiling. She’d been so ashamed. She’d thought only about leaving Edinburgh, running away as fast and as far as she could – it was as simple as that. Running away to where no one really knew her or knew anything about her.

			What had she been hoping for, coming here – the hundred thousand welcomes?

			At seven she dressed and went down to breakfast.

			Out of the dining room window she could see the storm was ­easing, but the sky remained weighted with dark clouds and a watery daylight that threatened more rain. Once again she seemed to be the only guest. The stiff-backed dining chair sighed as she sat down and the others stared blankly back at her, without passing remark. The dark mahogany dresser had clearly run out of conversation years ago.

			This grim silent room. Outside, weathered to a complete indifference to her or anything about her, were the rain-lashed streets and buildings of Stornoway. In Edinburgh she’d have been getting ready to catch the tram to join the Saturday morning bustle of Princes Street, in and out of Jenners, PT’s, J&R Allen’s, Binn’s. A pot of tea in Mackie’s or Crawford’s. Some chatter and gossip while soaking up the sun on the grassy slopes of the Gardens.

			No. No. No.

			Maggie took a deep breath and tapped her knuckles on the polished table as though to call a meeting to order. She had propositions to consider, decisions to make.

			Top of the agenda – Item One: Should she remain on Lewis, or leave?

			Straightforward enough, surely.

			As she ate her breakfast, she asked each of the empty chairs in turn for their advice and was about to consult the dresser when Mrs Stewart entered.

			‘Another storm on its way, Mrs Davies. Some of the fishing boats are coming back so you can be sure it’ll be a big one – these men need every penny they can haul out of the sea. We’re in for it, right enough.’

			‘And the ferry?’

			‘Cancelled most likely. And tomorrow is the Sabbath.’

			So that was that.

			By noon the rain was coming down heavier than ever. There was a knock on her bedroom door. It was Mrs Stewart.

			‘You’re not telling me you’re going out in that, Mrs Davies?’ she said. ‘If you don’t mind eating in the kitchen, you’re welcome to have a bite of lunch with us.’

			‘That’s very kind of you, but — ’ Maggie started to protest.

			‘I’ll not take no for an answer.’ Mrs Stewart smiled. ‘See you downstairs in half an hour.’

			Over a bowl of broth with bread and cheese for afters, Mrs Stewart asked all the questions and Maggie did her best to make up the answers. No mention of her being pregnant, of course. She’d lost her husband a year ago almost to the day, she told them. A car accident. Her parents were no longer alive, killed when the family house was bombed during the war. Her brothers had been killed too. She announced this as an afterthought, to help keep things simple. She’d been the only survivor.

			Once she got into her stride, her story seemed to tell itself; it flowed out easily and cheerfully almost. She’d come to Lewis for a short break to help get herself through the first anniversary of her loss. Her poor husband – she christened him Alfred for some reason and had difficulty keeping a straight face every time she mentioned his name – had been very brave. She described how Alfred had suffered, how Alfred had never complained, how Alfred had lingered for several months, needing her constant care. Before she could stop herself, she heard herself adding that Alfred had had a beard that just grew longer and longer as he lay there. She had to trim it so he’d not get himself tangled in the blankets when he turned over in bed. Seeing Mrs Stewart’s rather puzzled look, she quickly went on to tell how Alfred had died in her arms. She spoke brokenly, following her words with a few moments’ respectful silence.

			Mrs Stewart was very sympathetic, even more so when she learned there had been no children.

			Maggie’s offer to help clear the table was declined; instead she was urged to stay, enjoy another cup of tea and chat with son Michael.

			Later, when she was getting up to leave, Michael asked if he might ‘read’ her face again ‘so’s to help me remember, Mrs Davies.’

			She let him, naturally.

			The rain having turned into a steady drizzle, she borrowed an umbrella and went for a long walk. There was no ferry boat tied up at the quayside. Instead, a handwritten notice announced all sailings were cancelled till Monday. She felt strangely relieved. No need for a decision, not today anyway.

			On her return to the boarding house she was told that, unless she had other plans, there would be a place laid for her at the kitchen table that evening. ‘Nothing fancy, you understand, Mrs Davies. Simple fare.’

			The meal of herring and potatoes, with tinned rice pudding for dessert, was rounded off with more questions.

			No, she didn’t own the flat where she now lived. When she returned to Edinburgh she’d have to start looking for somewhere smaller.

			She would have to find a job, too.

			Had she ever worked?

			Only making bombs.

			When Michael asked what colour her hair was and what she was wearing, Mrs Stewart interrupted the awkwardness of her reply to say that their guest was being far too modest.

			‘She’s a bonny lass. Nice face, nice figure and just coming into her mid-twenties (she winked at Maggie, who’d been about to protest, and put a finger to her lips). They’ll not be letting her leave the island, you can be sure of that.’

			‘Mrs Stewart, I — ’

			‘Never heed me, lass, just teasing . . . But maybe you’ll be finding yourself staying on the island just that wee bit longer than you planned!’

			‘Mother! Don’t embarrass our guest. I must apologise, Mrs Davies, my mother can sometimes be rather — ’

			‘There’s no problem, really. I can take a joke.’ She glanced back across at Michael but, of course, he hadn’t noticed her quick smile, and never would.

			Later, when Maggie said she would go upstairs, Michael asked if he might be allowed to pass his hands over her face one more time. ‘It’ll help me really picture you.’

			‘So, you’re coming to join us at the kirk, Mrs Davies?’ Mrs Stewart greeted her at the foot of the stairs, while her son stood waiting at the front door. Both of them were dressed as for a funeral – their best black relieved only by the red edging on the older woman’s bible and by the white of ­Michael’s stick.

			‘Church? Oh, I hadn’t thought.’ Then Maggie had an inspiration: ‘The service will be in Gaelic, won’t it?’

			‘Aye, it will, but — ’

			‘Mrs Davies has no need to sit through two hours of boredom. It’s a glorious summer’s day that God has given her. She should go out and enjoy it.’

			Which she did.

			Next morning, after breakfast, Mrs Stewart called up to say that she’d be off to the shops shortly and wouldn’t be back till after twelve. ‘Kitchen table’s set for three.’

			Before she could reply, Maggie heard the front door being shut.

			She planned to take a walk into town to find out when the normal ferry sailings would be resumed and was getting herself ready to leave when she heard someone come out of the sitting room. Next, they were coming up the stairs.
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