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			To Naomi Elliot

		

	
		
			

			Come unto these yellow sands,

				And then take hands:

			Curtsied when you have, and kiss’d

				The wild waves whist,

			Foot it featly here and there;

			And, sweet sprites, the burthen bear.

				Hark, hark!

			Bow-wow.

				The watch-dogs bark.

			Bow-wow.

				Hark, hark! I hear

				The strain of strutting chanticleer

				Cry, Cock-a-diddle-dow.

			Full fathom five thy father lies;

				Of his bones are coral made;

			Those are pearls that were his eyes:

				Nothing of him that doth fade,

			But doth suffer a sea-change

			Into something rich and strange.

			Sea-nymphs hourly ring his knell:

				Ding-dong.

			Hark! now I hear them – Ding-dong, bell.

			(From: The Tempest by William Shakespeare)

			 

			 

			And his work became enormously small, as if the fairies who invaded the most remarkable canvases of his earliest years of solitude were now directing the infinite littleness of the arabesques of the tip of his brush, as if, indeed, he were not painting fancies but, rather, real sitters, from a perfectly material realm of concrete dream.

			(From: Come Unto These Yellow Sands by Angela Carter)
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			Prologue

			‘Are you sure you’re still up for going?’ Cath said. ‘Your dad will go mental.’

			‘He’s on the mainland all day,’ said Shirley, ‘so he’s not going tae find out, is he?’

			She pressed her lips together, leaned in towards the glass. Her mirror twin floated to meet her, their mouths almost touching. Shirley had put on lipstick, a deep red, almost purplish colour called Victoria. After the plum, Cath supposed, or maybe Queen Victoria. Wear this and have lips like a queen.

			‘Try it if you want,’ Shirley said. She offered Cath the lipstick in its golden barrel. Cath shook her head. She enjoyed the paraphernalia of cosmetics, the smooth contours of the bright plastic cases, the satiny sheen of powder in an antique compact. She hated the smell though, lipstick especially, and the way she looked with it on, as if her mouth were no longer her own, but a mouth on a poster.

			‘I’ll do my nails instead,’ she said. Painting her nails allowed Cath to be daring without feeling uncomfortable. Shirley had dozens of shades, all with different names: Heartsease, which was bright pink, the colour of Bubble Yum chewing gum. Sea Witch, Aerogramme, Shangri-La, Majestic. Cath chose Fairy Dust, a paler pink than Heartsease, and with a glittery sheen. The glitter didn’t fully appear until the varnish was set. Cath loved the smell of nail varnish, which reminded her of Tipp-Ex. She flapped her hands back and forth to dry them, watching Shirley as she put in her earrings. The top of Shirley’s dressing table was strewn with make-up and items of jewellery: Boots No7 foundation, 10.0.6 skin cleanser, an opened packet of the butterfly hairpins they had on sale in the newsagent’s on the High Street.

			Cath twisted a silver hair band between her fingers. ‘We should get going or we’ll miss the ferry.’ She could hear Shirley’s little brother Eamon downstairs, bashing out ‘Three Blind Mice’ on his metal xylophone, Shirley’s mother Susan singing cheerfully along like Lizzie Dreams on Playdays. Susan could sing in tune but not like Shirley. When Shirley sang at the Golfers folk night back in January, the room had gone so quiet afterwards you could hear voices coming from the TV in the flat upstairs. Shirley had cracked up with laughter suddenly and Norman Bannicroft behind the bar had handed her a beer.

			‘Not for my daughter. She’s only fifteen, or had you forgotten?’

			The look on John Craigie’s face, as if he meant to thump Norman Bannicroft, old Norman who was stringy as bacon rind and wouldn’t hurt a fly. He’d snatched the beer out of Shirley’s hand, slammed it down on the bar hard enough to make the windows shake. A thin spit of foam curled over the lip of the bottle and fumed down the side. Little by little the talk had started up again, gathering in momentum until the incident was papered over and safely forgotten.

			‘Are you OK?’ Cath had asked her friend, later.

			Shirley gave her a look. ‘What are you on about?’

			‘You know. Your dad.’

			‘Fuck him,’ Shirley said. She sounded pissed off, not so much with her father as with Cath, for making a song and dance out of what had happened. A moment later she was throwing herself into the arms of Tallis Carruthers, who had just come in. Tallis cut Cath dead as a matter of course, shoving her out of existence with a jab of her elbow and a turn of her head. Cath sneaked someone’s vodka from where it had been left on a windowsill and added it to the Coke she had bought from the bar. She watched Shirley and Tallis, their narrow outlines in their skimpy T-shirts, the shadows they cast on the wall as they moved towards the door. Going for a smoke, most likely. Cath felt hot and heavy inside. The vodka helped, diluting the anger tensing her limbs to a background hum.

			Shirley’s father never looked her in the eye. ‘Make your friend a cup of tea, why don’t you?’ His glance slipping past her as if she were invisible, yet she could feel his pent-up energy, like an unexploded bomb.

			Cath’s own father Colin always brought her a cup of tea when she was doing her homework, his tartan slippers thumping against the carpet as he came upstairs.

			 

			John Craigie was a carpenter. He had made Shirley’s dressing table, the drawers sliding in and out with a rumbling sound as if they ran on rails, the pieces neatly jigsawed together like someone had snipped out the joints with a pair of scissors.

			‘Dovetails,’ Shirley had told her. ‘The nubby bits are called dovetails.’

			He also made Shirley’s dolls’ house, a project he had worked on in the evenings for more than a year. Whenever Cath was round at Shirley’s she liked to play with the dolls’ house, to swing open the front on its neat brass hinges and examine the perfectly tiny pieces of furniture inside, which John Craigie had also made, to flick the switch beside the front door that turned on the lights. Shirley didn’t seem to mind her messing with the dolls’ house, though Shirley herself made a point of ignoring it. Almost as if she was pretending it wasn’t there.

			‘I’d like to burn it down, like in a movie,’ she once confessed. ‘Like when Twelve Oaks goes up in flames in Gone with the Wind.’

			Cath put down the silver elastic and rolled off the bed. The bed was covered with a quilted counterpane, patchwork hexagons of satin and velvet, sewn together by Shirley’s grandmother who lived in Ayr.

			‘My granny never comes over here because of my dad. She were dead against Mum marrying him,’ Shirley had told her, over a year ago, when Cath was still new to the island and safe to talk to. Now Shirley talked mainly about movies and cop shows and Top of the Pops and all the things she meant to do once she turned eighteen.

			‘I’ll be able to get away then, leave the island. They couldnae fetch me back neither, it would be kidnapping.’

			‘How did they meet then, your mum and dad?’ Cath had asked.

			‘My granddad hired Dad to make some bookshelves for his office, for law books and stuff. They’d heard from some neighbour that Dad were first rate, so they paid for him to stay on the mainland while he worked on the job. He was quiet, Mum said. He knew about birds and insects and wood, the things Mum loved. Mum had a boyfriend already though, called Wallace, believe that if you can. Meant he was cruising for a bruising right there if you ask me. Dad had a fight with him in the pub on Christmas Eve. Gave Wallace a black eye and broke his wrist. Mum and Dad were married the following year.’

			Shirley’s parents slept in the bedroom across the landing. Eamon, who everyone called Sonny, was still in with them. When he was bigger, Shirley said, he would get what was known as the boot room, the L-shaped room that led off the kitchen pantry. There was a third door at the end of the landing that was always closed. Just an airing cupboard, Shirley said. They had to keep it locked or else the door swung open during the night. ‘Mum were always banging into it when she went to use the bathroom.’

			The bathroom was on the ground floor, off the kitchen passageway. Cold and damp, plagued with spiders and harvestmen. Cath would only use it when she was desperate.

			 

			They clattered downstairs. Susan was still in the living room, playing with Sonny. There were toys scattered about, a plastic bus with smiling animals painted into the windows, the tumbled ramparts of a stickle brick castle. Susan was kneeling on the floor, picking up alphabet blocks. She raised her head briefly as they passed along the hallway then returned to the game. Sonny growled like a cartoon tiger, squealed with delight.

			Cath’s mother, Moira, would have asked them where they were going. Susan not asking gave Cath a hollow feeling, a sense of something being wrong that she could not identify.

			‘She’s OK,’ Shirley said, as if Cath had asked her a question, which she hadn’t. They started walking down the hill towards the town. Grey clouds, low mist, a faint drizzle. Cath was wearing her fur-trimmed parka, the one Shirley said made her look like an islander and not in a good way. A baggy sea-green cardigan. Doc Martens.

			Shirley looked like Shirley, and Cath knew that even after the ferry crossing and the train journey and the endless wind tunnel of Sauchiehall Street the shine would still be on her, she would still look extraordinary. Not like a catalogue model or a stupid pop star but like someone who belonged elsewhere, who was going to show the world.

			Your typical golden girl narrative, only with Shirley you would believe it, because you’d feel it was true.

			 

			The boat was in. They bought their tickets and went on board and queued up for coffee. John Craigie had forbidden Shirley from going into Glasgow without his permission, which meant basically never. I’m no’ having ye wandering the streets making a mischief o’ yisself. Whatever that meant. Cath’s parents didn’t mind her going into the city, so long as she started back before it got dark. Cath had a pass for Glasgow libraries and a subway card, so she could go to the Kelvingrove Museum and the People’s Palace. Shirley didn’t give a toss about museums. She wanted to trawl Buchanan Street, blag her way into gigs in the basements of pubs on Great Western Road. She used to tell the doormen she was a fashion student. Usually they believed her, or else didn’t give enough of a monkey’s to throw her out.

			‘Is that what you want to do?’ Cath asked her. ‘Become a fashion designer?’

			‘No way. I want to get on the hotel management course over at Greenock, go and work in Ibiza. Mum says she’ll help me. She’s got some money put by.’

			Cath thought of Shirley behind a bar somewhere, on a beach somewhere, her head thrown back and laughing as she had laughed in the skinny arms of Tallis Carruthers, the image so bright and clear it was like part of the past already, a done deal, a Polaroid snapshot going green around the edges. Shirley wasn’t keen on school but she knew how to work hard if she wanted something and of course she was clever. Shirley’s father was sharp, but he wasn’t clever. Shirley’s mother probably had been clever once, but that was over now. Because Susan was scared, Cath realised, knowing the thought was true the moment it popped up. The knowledge made her shiver inside her skin, as if someone had jabbed in a needle and tugged it quickly out again.

			It was difficult to understand where Shirley had come from.

			Off the ferry and on to the train: Inverkip, then IBM, where Cath’s father worked, the ranks of prefabs like an alien village, concrete tentacles invading the hollows of the misty hillside. Shirley plonked both feet on the worn-through plush of the opposite seat.

			‘Feet on the floor,’ said the guard when he came to check their tickets just after Drumfrochar.

			‘No one’s even sitting there,’ Shirley said.

			‘Less of your cheek.’ The guard clipped her ticket. ‘Feet on the floor.’

			Old enough to be their grandfather, hands reddened from cold.

			Another half an hour and they had arrived. Out of Central and on to Argyle Street, the rush of Saturday shoppers, the black guy playing bagpipes outside St Enoch’s subway. The city grumbled on like they weren’t even there, an ancient grandma in a moth-eaten sweater, bottomless handbag stuffed with old receipts and Cadbury’s caramels. Glasgow was foul-mouthed but basically sound, so long as you kept to the places you knew and didn’t act stupid.

			‘Come on,’ Shirley said, grabbing Cath’s arm. ‘We’ve no’ got all day.’

			In the big branch of Oasis on Buchanan Street, Shirley tried on three dresses and a pair of shoes. The shoes were red patent leather with five-inch heels.

			‘They’re gorgeous,’ Shirley said. She strutted in front of the mirror. Couldn’t afford to buy them, but that wasn’t the point. The point was knowing such shoes existed, finding out how it felt to put them on.

			On Sauchiehall Street they were followed by two spotty lads wearing Rangers shirts.

			‘Great arse.’

			‘No tits though. Shame.’

			‘Rack off, youse,’ Shirley said, turning abruptly. One of the boys took a step backwards. The other laughed. He and Shirley stood staring at each other, their expressions caught midway between pissed off and randy, seeming so alike they could be brother and sister. The other guy was scraggy as horsemeat, wore a fake leather jacket. He was pretending to look somewhere else, not wanting to catch Cath’s eye in case she thought he was interested.

			‘Who’s the ugly one?’ Cath could almost hear him sniggering amongst his friends. If he had friends that was, which he had to, somewhere.

			 

			A bar with a coloured awning, half pub, half cafe. Downstairs rammed to the rafters, no one cared how old you were.

			‘Two vodka cranberries,’ Shirley yelled, trying to make herself heard above the landslide of noise. The girl behind the bar clanked down the glasses without comment, snatched the ten-pound note Shirley offered, passed her change. Shirley and Cath forced their way back through the crowd, coming to rest in the angled space beneath the stairs.

			‘This place is so cool,’ Shirley said, though Cath could not help noticing how out of place she looked suddenly, how like an islander in her flashy make-up and too-smart dress. The kids in the bar mostly resembled the girl who had served them: shabby jeans and scuffed Doc Martens, like her own. The guy on stage had long blond dreads, steel guitar covered in decals and peeling protest stickers. He sang of the steelworkers on the Clyde, a police shooting that had happened during the Troubles. People joined in with the chorus. They seemed to know the songs by heart already.

			‘That could be you up there,’ Cath said to Shirley between numbers. Shirley either ignored her or didn’t hear. She seemed distracted, eyes flickering beneath her lashes as she scanned the room. Like she was looking for someone, or someone she had expected to be there had not turned up.

			‘Let’s have another drink,’ she said finally, shouting over the music.

			‘We can’t,’ Cath shouted back. ‘We don’t have time.’ It was ten to four. They wouldn’t be on the ferry now until five fifteen, which meant they wouldn’t be back on the island till almost six.

			‘Shit,’ Shirley said. She sprang to her feet and they shuffled hurriedly through the crowd towards the stairs. Once they were outside on the street they started to run.

			 

			‘One day,’ Shirley said when they were back on board the boat. ‘I’ll be off the frigging island for good. Drink vodka all night long until I frigging puke.’ She leaned backwards, clutching the rail. ‘Look at the lights,’ she said. She let out a whoop then began digging for something inside her bag. She pulled out what looked like a strip of polythene but was actually a satin camisole with white spaghetti straps, trimmed with lace. Moth-pale in the glow of the harbour, it snagged and flapped in the breeze like a flag of surrender.

			‘Where d’you get that?’

			‘Nicked it from Miss Selfridge, didn’t I? Easy as shit.’

			Cath imagined the hand on the shoulder, the cramped back office, the uniformed officer writing down their names and addresses. All the things that hadn’t happened.

			‘What d’you do that for? What if we’d been caught?’

			‘It’s not like it’s designer.’ Shirley stuffed the camisole back in her bag. ‘You won’t tell, will you?’

			‘Course not,’ Cath said. That the fear had even crossed Shirley’s mind told her everything about the way things had shifted, these past few weeks. Shirley wouldn’t have asked Tallis Carruthers a question like that, even though her dad owned shares in a bank and half a racehorse. Tallis wouldn’t tell because Tallis went over to Glasgow to nick stuff every other weekend. She bought far more than she stole – that’s what made her so good at it – but the point was that she did steal, just for the thrill of it, just because it was something she enjoyed doing.

			‘I’d never tell,’ Cath said. Her chest felt tight, constricted. What a weird day it had been. She could have gone to the library on her own, but then she’d never have seen Shirley trying on the red stilettos.

			‘I know you wouldn’t. It’s just, you know.’ Shirley came and stood beside her, their shoulders touching. The ferry came in to dock. It was almost dark. Dad would be putting the supper on. Saturday, so they’d eat in front of the television watching Midsomer Murders. Cath had her parents and she had the island. She was happy.

			She shivered inside her parka.

			‘See you Monday then,’ Shirley said. Under the street lamps she looked older, a ghost-forward of the woman she would never become.

			‘Yeah,’ Cath said. ‘See you.’

			She watched as Shirley began her walk home, turning right towards Gallowgate before becoming a stick figure, fair hair shining in the lamplight, too far away to recognise unless you already knew it was her.

			Shirley would be home in fifteen minutes, ten if she hurried. With any luck John Craigie wouldn’t be in yet. By the time Shirley heard the back door go she’d be sitting upstairs in her bedroom, reading a magazine.

			Cath felt a sudden rush of gladness, that Shirley had stolen the camisole. It was only worth a couple of quid anyway and at least it was something. A souvenir to remember the day by. To prove that they had been there, that they’d been together.

		

	
		
			1.

			Cath had read about the murder in the Glasgow Herald. Once the police tape had been taken down, she took the bus up to Maryhill to photograph the house.

			Mary Chant had lived in a cul-de-sac off Rothes Drive, her three-bed semi well kept and nondescript, the same as all the others. Two minutes’ walk from Maryhill Park, five from the big Asda. Driveway but no car, curtains closed upstairs and down. The front lawn was bald in places, a yellowish brown. A dry day and peculiarly still, Glasgow’s bones creaking from cold as the winter set in. A man in a woollen cap emerged from one of the houses opposite, Jack Russell on a lead, orange trainers. He glanced at Cath briefly then headed off in the direction of the park. Cath found herself wanting to walk up to Mary’s front door and peer in through the letterbox. Would there be junk mail on the mat, a stray electricity bill? Were people still posting stuff to the house, as if nothing had happened?

			Mary Chant of Maryhill, a college lecturer in her mid-fifties, bludgeoned to death in her own living room. Mary hadn’t turned up for work one day. She’d missed an important departmental meeting, which was unlike her. A colleague called her mobile: no response. Mary didn’t come in the next day either, which pushed her absence into the realm of the seriously worrying. The police were notified, and Mary’s body was discovered face-down on the living-room carpet, the back of her skull staved in by what police officers in detective novels invariably refer to as a blunt instrument. Forensics later concluded it was probably a sledgehammer. There was concrete dust in Mary’s hair and caked into the wound.

			 

			Mary’s living room, stuffed with books, a sunburst clock above the fireplace, a fifties classic. A mug of coffee overturned on the rug, Mary’s handbag and house keys lying untouched on the kitchen table. The small house as told to the Daily Record by a next-door neighbour, the kind of details that persist long after the media attention has died down. The police were still searching for Mary’s boyfriend, Ronnie Mackintosh. Ronnie was ten years younger than Mary, the manager of a local betting shop. He’d been AWOL since the body was discovered.

			Mary’s colleagues at the university described her as pleasant but serious, a bit of a bluestocking. She had been married, to another lecturer, but the two were separated. The idea of her with someone like Ronnie just didn’t fit.

			Cath took a dozen or so photographs of the front of the house, flattening the perspective, reducing the building and its immediate surroundings to a series of planes. More shots of the wheelie bins, the ruined lawn, a blurred outline on the concrete driveway that could have been part of a footprint but probably wasn’t. The police and everyone else seemed convinced that Ronnie Mackintosh was the killer, but no one was saying anything about his motive. What if Ronnie had simply come home from work to find Mary murdered, panicked and gone to ground? As an explanation it sounded tenuous, too convenient, but what if it were true?

			Cath turned away from the house and began walking up the road towards the park. Mary must have gone the same route hundreds of times, the thin Glasgow sunshine pale as skimmed milk across the backs of her hands. Sodden drifts of autumn leaves. A swing set, hanging disconsolate above cracked tarmac. In the distance, the man with the orange trainers walking his Jack Russell.

			 

			Short, dark-blond hair flecked with grey, glasses, a ­cherry-red roll-neck sweater. The caption beneath Mary Chant’s photo in the Herald described her as ‘literature professor Mary Chant, 55’. She looked nice. She could have been anyone. There was no photograph of Ronnie Mackintosh, just a shot of the front of the Ladbrokes where he worked. The Ladbrokes had also been cordoned off for a time, while the police conducted a search, though it was open again now. Cath resisted the urge to go inside. She had never been into a betting shop before and didn’t want to draw attention to herself. She took a photo of the outside instead, from across the street, trying to recapture the shot in the Herald as closely as possible. She was just about to head back to the bus stop when a woman came out. Belted grey overcoat, high heels, bright green scarf. Blond hair, much lighter than Mary’s, probably dyed.

			Cath waited until the woman was almost at the corner then raised the Canon again and snapped her picture. The shutter clicked. Narrow back and upright posture. Gone. When Cath went through the images later, at home on her computer, she found that most were disappointing, though there was one shot of the house she was happy with, also the photo of the woman in the green scarf coming out of the betting shop, which had the clean lines and strong composition of a movie still.

			The following morning Ronnie Mackintosh was on the news. Cath saw the footage just before she left for work, Ronnie being bundled into a cop car by two uniformed officers. They’d caught up with him in Dumbarton, at the home of a friend. Ronnie was tall and starved-looking and slightly stooped, the hood of his anorak pulled forward to hide his face.

			‘Do you think he did it?’ Norah said, soon after she came in. ‘What about the husband, though? He looks well dodgy.’ Norah was a fashion student. She worked at Sound of the Suburbs three days a week. Liked Laurie Anderson and Laura Nyro, wore skinny jeans and ballet pumps and half-moon reading glasses. Norah was thoughtful and serious-minded but her friends were try-hard fashionistas who came in en masse to browse the second-hand vinyl. Aside from those rare occasions when one of them wanted to buy something, they all seemed bent on pretending Cath wasn’t there. Cath found herself feeling agitated whenever she saw them.

			‘They’ll turn you into an arsehole if you’re not careful,’ she had warned Norah once. She and Norah were in the pub, after work.

			‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ Norah laughed. ‘They’re insecure, that’s all. Most of them will have dropped out by the end of the second year anyway.’

			Norah liked to read the tabloids. They revealed the face of anarchy, she said, plus they gave her interesting ideas for her portfolio. She collected found buttons. She talked about resonance and psycho­geography and sense of place. She had promised to introduce Cath to Margo Kasabian, visiting lecturer in photography at the University of Glasgow. Nothing had happened so far but Cath wasn’t pushing it. She was worried that Margo Kasabian might know Adam. Norah did not know about Cath’s affair with Adam Fairlie, who had been a tutor on the residential photography course Cath had attended five years before. She did know about Cath’s interest in Mary Chant’s murder, and saved her clippings from all the tabloids and colour supplements.

			‘You could make a brilliant collage out of these,’ Norah said.

			‘I need to keep them intact,’ said Cath. ‘Thanks, though, they’re great.’

			Ronnie Mackintosh had to be the murderer, she supposed. Didn’t they say that eighty per cent of murderers are known to the victim? Something in that ball park, anyway. Why else would Ronnie have run off to Dumbarton? He’d had his eye on Mary’s money from the beginning. Either that or he’d found out she was cheating on him. Both these options were such clichés, though. The brief TV clip of Ronnie getting into the cop car showed a man in despair, the slumped, defeated look of someone who hadn’t slept for days. Hardly the scheming killer. But what if he hadn’t meant to kill her – wasn’t the Ronnie in the TV clip exactly how Ronnie would look when he finally started to realise what he’d done?

			 

			Two days later, Ronnie was officially charged with Mary’s murder. Norah was off. Steve had phoned to say he was stuck in a meeting with his bank manager and wouldn’t be coming in until after lunch. Cath put on Bach’s Italian Concerto and thought about Mary, wondered how her students were coping with the news of her murder. She thought about the woman in the green scarf coming out of the betting shop. She remembered what Norah had said about Mary’s husband looking dodgy and asked herself why everyone seemed so keen to ignore him in favour of Ronnie. The papers were full of Ronnie, yet there was just the one photo of Mary’s husband, a blurry headshot that gave him the hooded eyes and receding hairline of a washed-up rock musician.

			What if the ex had wanted her back and Mary said no? What if he’d gone round to her place in Maryhill to have it out with her? She’d have let him in, no problem – like eighty per cent of murderers, he was known to the victim.

			She supposed Ronnie was in the frame because his face fit. The ex might look like a low-grade mobster but he didn’t manage a betting shop, didn’t have dodgy friends, didn’t shag his way around the neighbourhood or deal cocaine. The ex was a college lecturer who lived off Hyndland Road, exactly the kind of man you’d expect Mary to be with, which was presumably why the police had let him go.

			 

			‘What made you decide to photograph them,’ Norah had asked her when she started the project. ‘These murder houses?’

			‘I like that they’re ordinary – just ordinary houses. They could be in your own street, or one nearby. They’re a reminder that crimes like this can happen anywhere.’

			‘I get it,’ Norah said, and Cath believed her. Norah was always on about atmosphere. Norah didn’t know about Shirley. Cath didn’t talk about Shirley much. She’d never told Adam, for example, because she hated the idea of Shirley’s death being used as background, as an explanation for something. What Adam would call context. Wanker. Why did the murder houses have to be any more to do with Shirley than her other projects: the fish and chip shops and seaside hotels, the junk shop cutlery, the snapshot of Norah’s found buttons that had been picked up by the Big Issue?

			An image should stand by itself. It shouldn’t need context. All that stuff about core iconography is a load of bollocks.

			‘I don’t trust words,’ Cath said to Adam on the first day of the masterclass. ‘I’m afraid that having to spell something out will make it less real.’

			Three hours later they were in bed together. Cath had wondered plenty of times since if it had been the argument that had turned him on, the way she – just a nothing student – had dared to disagree with Adam Fairlie, prizewinning photographer who’d had a solo feature in The Sunday Times.

			That was probably bollocks, too. Adam Fairlie was bored and liked the attention. End of story.

			 

			Closing the shutter and fixing the moment, pinning down time. If she’d been pressed to give an explanation for why she took photographs, Cath would have said she liked the way capturing an image granted her the illusion of control, but who cared about wank like that except wankers like Adam?

			The woman coming out of the betting shop had reminded her of Shirley, Cath realised. Just for a second. Something about the way she walked in her high heels. The hair too, though Shirley’s blond had been natural, the same as the hair of the woman in the old Timotei shampoo ads, only curlier.

			 

			The rep from Warner Atlantic came in. He was excited about the reissue of an album from the 1970s, a recording by the Welsh singer-songwriter Meic Stevens.

			‘Hasn’t been available since it first came out. Rights issues. Did you know Meic Stevens was first discovered by Jimmy Savile?’

			‘Not exactly the best sales pitch,’ Cath said. The rep laughed and Cath put them down for three copies. After he left she put the album on the overheads. The music was percussive and raw: all blasted oaks and haunted mavericks, Celtic warriors and fairy abductions and midnight flits, Chris Taylor playing the flute like a mediaeval minstrel on strong amphetamines. Some people might call that kind of mythic folk old-fashioned but Cath liked those old stories, she found them compelling. Resonant, as Adam might say. By the time Steve turned up she was on her third play-through of the promo disc.

			‘What the fuck is that?’ Steve said.

			‘Meic Stevens. The Welsh Dylan.’

			‘That explains it.’ He sloped off into the back room to hang up his coat. Cath had been working at Sound of the Suburbs for ten years. The shop had survived the internet boom partly through Steve’s pragmatic insistence on keeping things small and also because, to a large extent, what they sold was knowledge rather than product. They had customers who had been coming in for years, and the shop’s proximity to the university ensured a regular supply of new ones. The job was badly paid but it was more interesting than working for Scottish Power and Cath got a staff discount. Steve could be a cunt but he was mostly all right. More importantly, they understood one another. Steve had let her take over the buying for what he called the niche stuff, not just classical but folk and jazz too. All the music Steve wasn’t interested in himself.

			Cath had first got into folk because of Shirley. Shirley listened to pop and house and R&B like everyone else but she also owned a stack of vinyl records from the sixties and seventies, Incredible String Band and Fairport Convention and Anne Briggs. She used to play them upstairs in her bedroom sometimes, on an old Dansette record player with a built-in speaker.

			‘Used to be Mum’s,’ Shirley said. ‘Miracle it still works.’

			When Cath asked her where the records had come from, Shirley shook her head and said she didn’t know, they’d always just been there. ‘Anne Briggs played Glasgow once,’ she added. ‘Dad told me.’

			‘How would he know?’

			Shirley gave her a look. ‘Dad can sing, you know. But he only does it when he’s out in the van where no one can hear him.’

			‘What’s the point of that?’

			Shirley shrugged. ‘You know what he’s like.’

			Cath did know, and yet she knew nothing. When you were a kid things just happened. Friendships happened. Mostly they didn’t survive and mostly that was fine. If Shirley were still alive – if she ran into her on the street, say, or down the Chequers – they’d have nothing to say to each other.

			 

			The day after Ronnie was charged, Cath told Steve she was planning to take some time off.

			‘Three months,’ she said. ‘Once Christmas is out of the way. For this project I’m working on.’

			She knew he’d go nuts at first but that he’d have to accept it – they’d known one another too long for him not to and anyway, he’d find it hard to replace her. The thought of having to train someone up would do his head in. Those who’d worked at Sound of the Suburbs before her were mostly students, like Norah. Stayed for a year or two and then moved on. Steve would never admit it, but he was relieved to have someone permanent. Someone who stuck around, someone who knew the business and didn’t care how rude he was.

			People often thought she and Steve were an item, though they never had been.

			‘You are joking?’ Steve said.

			‘You can get Norah in to do some extra hours. I’ve already asked her and she’s fine with it. You won’t even know I’m gone.’

			‘What am I supposed to do about all your classical shit?’

			‘You can email me the new releases. I’ll even phone the reps for you if you want.’

			He barely spoke to her for the rest of the morning but that was hardly unusual. Then he told her he was going to lunch just as she was about to go herself, came back stinking of beer.

			‘What dates were you thinking, exactly? Because I need you back before Norah buggers off to Milan or wherever she’s going.’

			‘That’s not until September.’

			‘Exactly.’

			Not quite the supportive response she might have hoped for, but Cath was used to that. She and Steve would work things out because they always did.

		

	
		
			2.

			Cath left the island at the age of eighteen, she believed for good. Her parents stayed until 2007, when her father was made redundant from IBM and they moved south again. Cath found it easier to be in touch with them after that, as if the island itself had been responsible for their estrangement. She had missed them, she realised, just the fact of them. The idea of them being gone from her life made her stomach lurch, like when you accidentally stepped into a pothole. Cath still minded about things they had said, things Moira had said especially, but she had learned to keep silent. The repercussions of bringing everything up again were too unsettling.

			Moira had hated the island from the start. The draughty house overlooking the bay, which should have been grand but, Moira insisted, always made her think of an old woman huddled inside a shawl. The lack of decent shops, the ghastly weather, the feeling of being nowhere, out on a limb. The three of them, the Naylor family, embedded in the island’s gritty substrate like a clump of rusty nails.

			Moira: courageous, selfish, complaining, forthright in her thousand and one campaigns against minor injustice. The big stuff she could ignore, at least when it suited her, which was why Cath barely spoke to her from when she left the island until Moira and Colin moved back to Sussex five years later.

			If her parents had remained on the island, Cath would probably have stayed away forever. Now, because they had left, she could return. As the ferry came into the harbour she could not help thinking about the day they had first arrived, the three of them, how cold it had been. Unusually cold, their neighbours hastened to reassure them. It’s no’ normally like this. The scrimshaw of ice on the upstairs windows, the broken boiler, her mother in tears.

			‘We can’t live like this, Colin. The place is derelict.’

			A plumber was called, the central heating grumbled noisily into life. Outside, through the large bay window in the living room, the ferries ploughed their ceaseless furrow across the Firth of Clyde. Cath remembered the two postcards she had bought the following morning at the post office, to send to her best friend, Carmen Ramirez, back in Horsham. It’s so cooold, she had written, trying to make it sound funny. The house is ancient and there’s mould in the bathroom. No ghosts yet (woo woo!) but I’ll keep you posted. Cath had never seen Carmen again, though they had written to each other regularly for almost a year. The thought of Carmen out there in the world somewhere was oddly comforting. Carmen might be a doctor, she might have joined the army, she might have three kids. She might sometimes tell them stories of her best friend, Catherine, from secondary school, who went to live on a Scottish island and never came back.

			 

			Cath had found a suitable rental apartment via the internet. The minimum letting period was for six months but the tariff was cheap, less than half of what a similar place would have cost her in Glasgow. The flat was on Argyle Terrace.

			‘I can take you up there if you wait five minutes. Kevin’s out on an appointment but he’ll be back any minute.’ The estate agent, Jeannie Morris: trim, lively, sixtyish, silk scarf with a design of peacock feathers. She seemed eager to know what had brought Cath to the island.

			‘I’m a photographer,’ Cath said. People tended to be less curious if you were honest. She reckoned the chances of anyone recognising her from before were slim to nil – she had been a child. ‘I’m photographing all the places my family have lived. My grandmother used to have a house here. She was from Edinburgh.’

			‘Is that right?’

			‘Her name was Margaret Logan.’ Distant memories of patterned tiles above an ancient Aga and a ticking clock. A sunburst clock, Cath realised, like Mary Chant’s. She took the keys from Jeannie Morris, said there was no need for Jeannie to accompany her, she could find her own way. She hoped she did not sound unfriendly. She did not want to alienate Jeannie Morris, or anyone, but she always found these minor social interactions awkward, close to embarrassing. She envied Steve, who really didn’t seem to give a damn what people thought of him one way or the other.

			Argyle Terrace was a no-through-road, fifteen minutes’ walk from the ferry terminal. Magnificent views of the bay, the advertisement had said, though the apartment itself turned out to be like most rental properties: vaguely down at heel and with a musty smell that suggested it had stood unoccupied for several months. Since the end of last season, probably. Still, it was clean, the living room with its G-Plan table would make a good work space. Cath leaned her wheelie bag against the Dralon-covered sofa and looked about. She was dying for a cup of tea. She decided to go to the Co-op and pick up some groceries, leave unpacking till later.

			The Co-op used to be a Somerfield, she remembered, although the internal layout seemed more or less the same. An elderly man pushing a trolley bag saw Cath checking the price of a packet of salami and asked her if she wanted to borrow his glasses.

			‘You’ll strain your eyes, hen, peering like that.’

			‘It’s OK,’ Cath said. ‘I can’t wear glasses.’ The old man meant well, people usually did. Too boring and too tiring to explain.

			‘What’s wrong with your eyes?’ Shirley had asked, five minutes after they met, just came straight out with it. Cath had been told to sit next to Shirley because there was a desk free.

			‘They were damaged when I was born,’ Cath replied. ‘The doctors said my brain was starved of oxygen. My eyes have to keep moving to hold my vision steady. It’s called nystagmus.’

			‘Does it hurt when you try to look at things? Does the picture wobble?’

			‘Course not. I don’t even know they’re doing it. I have to look at things up close sometimes, that’s all.’

			She tried to explain to Shirley how her vision was not blurred, but a matter of missed messages, how the further away something was the less detail her optic nerve transmitted to her brain. Like when she was trying to read what a teacher had written on the blackboard, for example.

			‘I can see it’s writing,’ Cath said. ‘I just can’t see what it says. Not from a distance. It’s like it wriggles away from me.’ She added that mostly it didn’t matter because she was able to memorise what the teacher had written from the shapes of the paragraphs.

			Shirley posed some of the usual questions – can you see this, can you see that, how many fingers am I holding up – but the novelty soon seemed to wear off and by the end of her second day at the Academy Cath was just Cath. At her old school in Sussex, hard, pretty girls like Shirley had mostly ignored her, or cut straight to the name-calling stage. What would now be called bullying, though Cath had not thought of it that way at the time. She had thought of it as morons being morons, their problem, not hers. If they thought of her as a freak that suited her fine.

			Cath sometimes wondered if she had been drawn to photography in the first place as a way of proving to others that she could see. As a child, she had been taken for annual check-ups at the hospital, where random ophthalmologists – a different one each time – would provide a running commentary on her limitations. The doctors had no idea of how she saw the world, not really, though they continued to marvel at how well Cath was ‘managing’. Their insistence on generalities – their findings seemed mostly to be calculated on how far she was able to decipher the letters on an optometrist’s eye chart – made their pronouncements invalid and, as Cath grew older, increasingly frustrating. With their standardised, perfect vision, the doctors lacked the capacity to imagine how eye and brain and memory might work together, how seeing was an art that could be learned.

			Cath did not blame them for this, especially since she found her condition close on impossible to describe or explain in concrete terms. In the absence of words, her photographs worked both as explanation and rebuttal. An account of the spaces she actually moved through, in which every detail was a source of potential, even things others discounted as mundane or simply did not notice.

			A scrap of purple foil lying in the gutter, a can of pilchards left behind on a windowsill, advertisements for products that no longer existed. Run-down hotels and boarded-up Woolworths stores. The stuff that worked as a marker for the act of remembering. Back at the flat, Cath made herself a cup of tea and a Marmite sandwich then unpacked her wheelie bag. After putting away her clothes she photographed the wardrobe: bow legs and oval mirror, the darkened patina of its varnish, a century old. Inside, the perfume of mothballs and an empty envelope, the characteristic, inimitable jangling of a dozen wire coat hangers. The act of photographing the wardrobe seemed to settle things: she was back on the island. Cath felt both queasy and energised. She was here to photograph a house, the house in which her best friend Shirley Craigie had been murdered. To create a visual map of the events as they had played out, as Adam might have put it. What the shrinks on the TV chat shows would call closure. All the stuff she should have dealt with a million years ago.

			Aye, but maybe you weren’t ready.

			Maybe you’re right.

			She realised that Adam had no idea where she was, and was surprised by how much pleasure the knowledge gave her.

			 

			The street lamps had come on. Argyle Terrace, heavy with the scent of brine and the cries of herring gulls. Cath walked along the front in the direction of the Winter Gardens. She noticed a toy bus, lying on its side on one of the benches by the pitch and putt. Cath touched its plastic carapace, wished she’d brought her camera, hoped the child who had left it behind would be back to collect it. They’d be missing it by now, would be feeling upset, probably. She crossed the road to the Black Bull pub, looked in through the window. The bar was more or less empty, just two blokes in hoodies drinking Tennent’s and scrolling through their phones.

			Cath went inside. She asked the woman behind the bar for a whisky. ‘Highland Park, please, no ice.’

			‘You on holiday then, love?’

			‘Kind of.’

			‘Cold night, isn’t it?’

			‘Not as cold as Glasgow.’

			The woman laughed and rang up her change. Cath took her whisky and went to sit at one of the tables by the window. The Tennent’s drinkers ignored her. One had put down his phone and was doing the crossword in the copy of the TV Times that someone had left behind on a neighbouring table. Cath sipped her drink, stared out through the glass. The light was almost gone. Cars and lorries were queuing to get on the ferry. Like she’d never been away. She returned to the flat to find an email from Adam, suggesting they meet for coffee ‘to talk things over’. Cath thought about not replying then shot off a one-liner: out of town for a while, maybe when I get back.

			Maybe, maybe not more like.

			She congratulated herself on not telling him where she was.
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