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For my family








CHAPTER 1



In the bay, a seal bobbed once, dipped and vanished. A light tide sluiced through the ripples and washed the surface clear, leaving no sign. From the headland, the ocean was a lung. Inhale, exhale. Breathe. Focus.


It was the day before Richard left the island, and he was learning how to smoke. The various components were laid out on the grass before him. He broke a pinch of tobacco from the plastic pouch, shaped it into a rough cylinder and tucked it into the fluttering crease of paper. Frowning in concentration, he tried rolling this clumsy package between his fingers, but it kept slipping, and eventually he simply folded it into something like an envelope. He gummed it closed, tongue kitten pink as it slid along the white paper, saliva turning the fibres translucent.


He held it up, proud of his work, crooked and creased, and stuck it in one corner of his lovely, lovely mouth. It was an obvious pose, but it suited him. Hair combed back and ruffled by the breeze, staring out to sea. Sitting down, one knee folded up and close into his body, the other leg sprawled loose in the grass, cigarette in mouth, match in hand. Ready to go. Ready when you are. Ready to light the fuse, blow the keg. Ready for anything. It was the author picture on the jacket of a poetry book. He was practising for the years to come. His own author photos, maybe. The wind puffed out the first match, and it took him a couple of attempts to light the cigarette. He took a deep, dramatic inhalation, then exhaled carefully, a thin white curtain tugged out between his teeth. The smoke was whipped away on the breeze, out to sea, away from here, away from the island, away from me.


‘Aye,’ said Richard, ‘I could get used to this.’


He tried hard to savour the smoke. He held his cigarette like a film star, cupped inside his hand. Looking thoughtful, trying not to cough. Through his cheek, I could see the movement of his tongue inside his mouth, tasting the corners.


He offered me a drag. I shook my head, no, and hugged my knees, slouchy jumper wrapped around my bare shins. He shrugged. He smoked in careful puffs. Exhalation revealed the space inside him, the smoke giving body to the air he breathed. This was the volume of his lungs.


The cigarette was barely halfway smoked when he ground it underfoot. He pocketed the stub, leaving a blackened smudge on the beach grass. My favourite place, charred with ash and tar. I scowled at him. He sat back, wind licking through his hair, and didn’t notice.


We sat together on a little headland on the west coast of Ban-cree, dangling our feet above a narrow inlet and looking out to sea. The cove below the headland was called Still Bay, named after generations of whisky moonshiners. It was a dream landing for smugglers, back when the island creaked with illicit stills and there was money to be made in bootleg whisky. The island was a haven until the customs men started to take it seriously. Faced with jail, the old moonshiners packed it in. They were dead, now, and their grandsons and great-grandsons worked in the fish farm or the big distillery up in Tighna.


Still Bay was sandy but studded with rocks and pebbles. It mapped a long curve of four or five hundred metres, and ended at another headland on the far side. Weeks of receding high tides had left shells and wood and weed in long dark bands, their contours evenly spaced as they spanned the bay. Running parallel to the beach, separated by curtains of dune grass and reeds, a crumbling, potholed single-track road wound along the coast. The road passed through the dozen cottages clustered at the far end of the bay. That was the village of Grogport. A dozen houses and a bus stop. My home.


Beyond the bay, maybe two hundred metres into the water, lay Dog Rock. This tiny islet, barely a hundred metres long, was a curling extension of the southernmost headland, shaped somewhere between a comma and an inkblot. It projected from the sea like an accident, an afterthought in the geography of Bancree. A cottage sat on top of the islet, though I’d never known anyone to live there. It seemed so pointless, its whitewash chipped and faded to nothing, its roof bowed in the middle. Waves licked white against its crooked pontoon. On the far side of Dog Rock lay the full weight of the Atlantic. The coastal currents jumbled blue, reflecting pinpricks of September sun. It was the end of summer, the last weekend before school returned. School, school again. The clouds lay teased in threads like wool on barbed-wire fences.


Richard attempted to light matches on the zip of his jacket. No matter how often he struck the match, it never caught, only chipped the sulphur until the wood was bare. He harrumphed and tried it on his thumb instead, wincing as pieces of the match lodged beneath the nail. He wasted a dozen before I put him out of his misery.


‘They’re safety matches,’ I said. ‘You shouldn’t play with fire.’


He huffed and tossed them down beside the tobacco. Tomorrow he’d be leaving for university in Bristol, and I wouldn’t see him for weeks. Months, maybe. Half-term, perhaps, depending on how it went. But it would be fine. It would be fine, babe. These were his words, not mine. I didn’t say much. I ached deep and vague, caught somewhere between melancholy and spite.


‘We can always speak on the phone,’ he said.


We both thought of the mobile reception on the island. We couldn’t always speak on the phone.


‘We’ll see each other soon, anyway. Of course we will.’


I wasn’t sure I’d ever see Richard again. We’d meet, of course. He’d be back for the summer holidays, no doubt, and he’d come home for Christmas. But it wouldn’t be him, and I wouldn’t be his girlfriend any more. He’d have another girl. She’d be sophisticated and funny and smart and she’d be taller than me and older than me and louder than me and not Scottish. She’d be French, or Spanish, and she’d smoke too. They’d light their cigarettes from the same flame. He’d probably get a Zippo. When he came back to the island, smoking might suit him. With his mini-skirted girlfriend in tow, he’d sneer at everything he used to know and how small it seemed, how quaint. The harbour – the mountains – me.


‘We’ll be fine, you know,’ he said. ‘You and me.’


The wind whipped my hair into my face, and I let it. Strands caught in my mouth. Inland, clouds rolled across the ragged top of Ben Sèimh in stupendous white waves. They collided above the little mountain and trailed down the other side, dissolving into blue. The wind farm beat against the breeze. My heart was cumulus, rolling and beaten, tugged into pieces by the turbines.


We’d sat on this little headland hundreds of times in the last few years, looking out onto Still Bay and the sea. We were sitting here when Richard first held my hand. Fingers reaching, creeping across the grass to mine. I’d pretended not to look as he inched nearer, though we both knew what would happen. This was where we came to kiss. And now he needed to shave once or sometimes twice a week, and he was leaving for university, leaving for the mainland.


Leaving the island.


Bancree was small. Barely twenty square miles of long, thin rock, ten or so long and two or so across, stretching out into the ocean. Little mountains bumped along the spine of the island like a pod of orcas, but even Ben Sèimh fell some way short of being a Munro. Our traditional industries were fishing, whisky and peat. Only the whisky had survived. Scores of islanders worked for Clachnabhan Malt, up in Tighna. Without the distillery, Bancree would be deserted. There was nothing on the island that wasn’t already dying. Half the houses were for sale. The island population numbered only a few hundred, and that dripped away, year on year. Now Richard was leaving, too. I’d known him all my life, and he was leaving before me.


A slice of me despised him for it.


‘Who’s that?’ he said, squinting in the sun.


I followed his gaze. On the far side of the bay, a grubby white van slowed to a crawl as it passed through Grogport. I could just make out the logo of a mainland hire company. It paused outside each house, looking for something, and passed out the other side, heading up the hill towards the northern end of the island. Then it stopped, lurched backwards, and reversed with a piping sound that floated across the bay. The van turned along the track on the far headland, bumping down towards the decrepit jetty that served only Dog Rock.


‘No way,’ said Richard. ‘No way. Do you think someone’s moving in?’


The hire van stopped at the end of the track, lurching with the handbrake. Richard started rolling another cigarette. We were both fascinated. Dog Cottage had been uninhabited as long as I’d been alive. No one ever moved to Bancree, let alone the tiny islet.


On the far side of Still Bay, a man climbed out of the driver’s side. He walked around the van and into view. He was middle-aged and dark-haired, wearing dark trousers and a pale T-shirt, but the opposite headland was too far to distinguish any more than that. He arched his back and reached his arms up overhead. Mid-stretch, he saw us. Richard waved enthusiastically, the cigarette hanging crooked from a corner of his mouth. A sour puff of smoke passed across my face. The man gave a curt wave and turned away. On the near side of the van, a girl climbed down and stood beside the driver. She looked a lot younger than him. She looked about my age. All I could see at that distance was that she had dark hair, tied into a bunch behind her head.


‘Must be his daughter,’ suggested Richard.


‘Maybe.’


‘Someone for you to talk to.’


When you’ve gone, I thought.


‘I don’t even know her,’ I said, and tore a blade of grass from the headland.


‘Well, yes. But this is Bancree,’ said Richard. ‘It won’t take long, will it?’


She wore shorts and a blue hoodie, hands plunged deep into the pockets. She kicked at the ground. The man walked to the back of the van and opened the doors. He studied the contents, then started to tug and haul on something. He called to her for help, his voice muzzled by the distance between the headlands. The girl joined him, and after a few moments of wrestling, they dragged out an inflatable dinghy, bright yellow against the grass. A foot pump followed, and the man started to inflate the boat with ceaseless, monotonous movement. All the while, he looked across the bay at Dog Rock, sitting squat between Bancree and the sea. I glanced across, too, but the ocean offered only wave upon wave upon wave. The girl carried bags and boxes from the van, wading through the grass and stacking them on the beach.


‘I can’t quite believe it,’ crowed Richard, ‘that someone’s actually moving into that old place. What kind of idiot would do that?’


As if he’d heard us from across the bay, the man looked up. For a heartbeat, he stared, and then he returned to work. Despite the sun, I felt a cold twist in my neck.


‘It’s a bit weird,’ I murmured.


‘Isn’t it odd that someone’s moving in now, of all times? It’s like they know about the disappearances, and they’ve come to fill the gaps.’


‘There aren’t any disappearances,’ I said.


‘Yeah? Tell that to Doug MacLeod and Billy Wright.’


‘Wheesht. They can take care of themselves.’


Richard snorted. ‘Dougie couldn’t care for a cardboard box.’


He played with the matches, trying again to light them on his nail. This time, I let him.


From our perch on the headland, Dog Cottage seemed little better than a wreck. It was still standing, but the walls were compounded as though carrying a great weight, and the door was peeled almost bare. The islet was bounded by a blackened rocky shore, and foxgloves and ferocious weeds sprouted everywhere. Stunted walls of gorse had grown dense since the islet was last inhabited. The scrub was studded yellow with flowers and sculpted the same shape by the Atlantic breezes.


The couple carried the inflatable dinghy down to the shore of Still Bay. He attached an outboard motor, then backed the boat into the surf. The girl began to pass him boxes. When the load was full, she kicked off her shoes and waded in to push out the boat, then hopped up onto the prow. He jerked an arm at the outboard motor, twice, three times, and it coughed into life, farting little blasts of purple smoke, sounding like a wasp against a window. It took them a couple of minutes to reach the pontoon on Dog Rock, their inflatable nodding into shallow waves. The girl stepped out gingerly, hauling herself up on a pole and testing the weight of the boards. As she tethered the dinghy, the man started offloading boxes onto the crooked wood. She took them to solid ground. When they’d finished, they returned to Bancree, immediately packing another round of bags and boxes into the boat.


‘It’s like everything they own is in that van,’ said Richard.


‘If they’re moving in, it will be.’


‘I wonder where they’ve come from.’


I shrugged. ‘Dunno. First people to move in since …’


We both paused, thinking. A lot of houses went on sale in Ban-cree, but there weren’t that many bought.


‘Do you think they’re English? Or foreign? Another holiday cottage,’ said Richard, ‘just what the island needs. She must be about our age. Your age, anyway. She might go to school. Could be in your year. You’ll find out soon enough.’


Like I’d have a choice. The island grapevine would be pounding with the news.


‘Well, I guess I’ll have to let you know,’ I said.


I felt bad about sounding catty, but Richard didn’t notice. He rolled another cigarette. This time, it looked like the real thing. I traced pictures in the grass with my fingertip while he smoked. Sometimes he pushed at my shoe or ankle, but I ignored him. The strangers finished their second run in the boat.


‘We should go around and help.’


‘Your call,’ he smirked. ‘They’re your new neighbours. Not mine.’


Leaning back, he took a deep drag of the cigarette. And then, brow furrowed, Richard tried to blow a smoke ring.


Like a fresh sheet on a bed, realisation settled on me. Watching him flick and fumble with the matches, I suddenly understood that he was trying on a character. A new persona. Right in front of me, testing it on an audience. He hadn’t even waited to leave. I wondered how long he’d been planning the new him. Testing new looks in the mirror, testing faces, clothes. Deciding to become a smoker. Learning how to smoke.


I felt nauseous to think of how long I’d missed this truth, even when it stared me in the face. Everything churned and curdled. Everything turned sour.


I was a dress rehearsal.


‘It’s nice,’ said Richard, watching Dog Rock, watching them carry their boxes, ‘to be out here with you. To spend this time together. Before I go. Really nice.’


‘Is it? Is it really nice?’


He wouldn’t meet my eye. He was supposed to be my boyfriend, but I was no longer certain what that meant. We’d known each other all our lives, and had been pretty much a couple for the last two, but he’d become a stranger in the time it took to roll and smoke a cigarette.


Low and fierce, the sun started its retreat into the west. Afternoon shadows crawled out behind us, even as we looked into the sea. Whatever I had with Richard suddenly felt very juvenile. Our relationship sloughed off one skin, and evolved into something new. Once, I’d thought it might be love, but now it felt little better than convenience. We were the only kids on this side of the island, and we’d been bundled together since we were babies. I felt pangs of sluicing sadness. Our parents had declared us childhood sweethearts, and so we were. What choice did we have? There was no one else. It was the easy option.


He was nice. I liked him a lot. He was leaving without me. I couldn’t stand to be near him. I stood up and brushed down my legs, sweeping off the crumbs of grass and sand.


‘You’re going?’ he said, surprised.


‘Aye. I’m off home.’


‘Oh,’ he said, turning puppy dog. ‘I was going to watch the sunset. It’ll be my last one for a while, Flo.’


‘Well, don’t let me stop you. I’ll be watching the sun set every night.’


‘You’ll come and see me?’


‘We’ve had this conversation a hundred times,’ I snapped.


He looked at me, confused.


‘OK then,’ I told him. ‘Sure, of course. Whatever you want.’


He wanted the audience. Standing over him, I’d a sudden urge to slap at him, to lash out. He wasn’t sad at all, and it made me boil. He’d brought me out here for a glimpse of his new character. A sneak preview. Not Richard from the island, but Richard who lives in Bristol. Richard who smokes. He was casual, easy, flippant. He was leaving, and I’d be stuck here, trapped on an island that could fit inside a snow globe.


He stood up and came to kiss me. I let him, but didn’t kiss back, feeling his hands around my shoulders, his lips pushing against mine. His cigarette breath was acrid on my upper lip. Richard moved his head to one side and pecked my cheek instead.


‘Look, it’ll be OK. You know that, right?’


‘Aye, well. Call me when you’re settled. If you like.’


‘If I can get through,’ he said, wounded.


‘If you want to,’ I corrected, and turned away, his fingers tugging mine as I let go of his hand. I waded through the deep beach grass and back onto the road. The sun burned hot on one side, the other cool in shadow. I could feel him watching me, but I wouldn’t boost his ego by turning for another look. I felt too raw.


‘Flo,’ he called, ‘wait.’


With each step, my left shoe squeaked on the road. Only a few hundred metres to Grogport, and I felt him watching like a weight. A wee stone bridge spanned the creek at the near edge of the village, right beside my house. That bridge meant home and respite. I kept my head down, and forced myself to count the potholes against left shoe squeaks. Locked into myself, and with my gaze fixed on the road, I didn’t see the new girl until I’d walked straight into her.





CHAPTER 2



She stood in the centre of the bridge, gazing at the trees beyond the village. She hadn’t seen me coming. At the last moment I spotted her feet and jerked my head up, but momentum carried me right into her. She bounced off me, staggering, and I threw out a hand to catch her arm.


‘Sorry!’ I gasped.


‘OK, I’m OK.’


‘I’m so sorry,’ I said, letting go her arm, ‘I wasn’t looking.’


‘Don’t worry about it,’ she said, rubbing her side, ‘I’m fine.’


‘Well,’ I hesitated, ‘hello, anyway. I’m Flora. I live … well. I live right here.’


I pointed at our croft. It stood directly beside us. I felt suddenly ridiculous. The new girl gestured across the bay to Dog Rock.


‘That’s my new house. I’ve just moved here with my dad.’


It was weird. She couldn’t look me in the face. She was short and skinny and pale. She had dark, wavy hair. Her hands were stuffed into the pockets of her hoodie, and she stood half-on to me. She was quite pretty, but there was something strange about her.


‘So …’ I said, ‘where are you from?’


When she frowned, her whole face crumpled.


‘All over, really. We only left Islay yesterday.’


‘Far enough, I suppose. Welcome to the bustling metropolis of Bancree.’


The half-smile played again, and for an instant, she looked up and right at me. Her face was astonishing. Her cheekbones and jaw were well defined and sinuous. Her mouth was full, but pursed and nervous. She had large, peaty eyes, the iris dark enough to blend into the pupil. The whiteness of her skin made the contrast with her eyes all the more unnerving. Just as quickly, she dropped her gaze back to the road. A horn blast cut through the afternoon. By the jetty, the man stood beside the cabin of the van, waving at the girl.


‘Better go. See you later.’


‘Aye,’ I said, ‘see you.’


She turned and jogged to the jetty. Her dad grabbed her roughly by the arm and steered her towards the inflatable dinghy. I watched them pack another load into it before turning back to my house.


The porch was still. Motes of dust hung in sunlight, fostering silence. I kicked off my sneakers and pulled the front door closed. It was that strange summer hour between late afternoon and early evening, and no one was home. I traipsed through the little living room, kicking Jamie’s toys under the table, already feeling calmer. In the kitchen, I made a cup of tea and sat at the window, looking out onto Still Bay. We kept binoculars on the sill, and I combed the waves, hoping for otters or dolphins, or perhaps the seal I’d spotted that afternoon. The dune grass was alive with finches, and a heron stalked the shallows, but there was nothing extraordinary. I focused again, looking this time at Dog Rock. Boxes stood in stacks beside the pontoon. I frowned. They were all office storage boxes, the cardboard buckled with use. Some of them spilled paper. There were dozens of them. Who moves house with stationery?


I swung the binos to the headland where I’d sat with Richard, peering along the low line where the land fell into the sea. He’d gone. So much for watching a final sunset.


I simmered in sadness and frustration, furious with Richard for leaving, for changing. I liked him. I did. I’d miss him because he’d always been there. But I didn’t need him. It was clear that Richard had pretty much finished with me. Or maybe I’d been the one to do the finishing. Didn’t matter. Either way, it was finished.


I felt utterly and suddenly drained.


Across the bay, smoke trailed like handwriting from the Dog Cottage chimney stack. They’d need plenty of fires to dry out that old place. I imagined mushroom carpets, all the floorboards carped and creaking, a thousand cobwebs on the ceiling. Paint and plaster falling from the walls in lumps. I bet they bought the place for a song, hoping to do it up. They hadn’t wasted any time. A mound of rubbish had already accumulated outside the door. Through the binoculars, I could make out a roll of lino, dark with dirt. There was a stack of broken tiles, and what looked like old paint tins, and a red-stained electric hob, rusted into disuse. The man appeared at the door, carrying a roll of ratty brown carpet. He dumped it at the door, looked up, then turned back inside. My heart thumped one beat harder. For a moment, I saw him perfectly. Absolutely perfectly. The man. The stranger. Her father.


Even sitting there alone, I blushed red to my roots. I lowered the binoculars, had another sip of tea, thought a moment. He was in his forties or fifties. Medium height, medium build. And he was striking. Handsome, perhaps. No, scratch that. He was pure gorgeous. Really, really good-looking. Almost unnervingly so. Stunning. Weather-beaten. Dark eyes. A full head of dark hair. He had model good looks, his face carved from almost sensual lines. He’d cause quite the stir on the island, if he’d come here alone. There’d be a string of spinsters queuing up to nab him. Andrea Simpson, she’d be there. And that dreadful Janet Campbell. I could just imagine her standing on the shore, waving a tray bake and yoohooing for the dinghy, fishing for an invite in. He’d have every Bancree spinster beating down his door. Poor man wouldn’t know what hit him.


There was a flicker of movement on the islet. I jerked the glasses up, hoping to see him again, and banged my eyebrow on the binoculars. By the time I’d settled and focused, all I saw was the strange girl, turning back inside. It was only the briefest of glimpses. I wondered if she’d be in school. Even exuding that odd, skittish atmosphere, she’d probably be popular. With the boys, anyway.


I spied a little longer, but there was no more movement on Dog Rock, and nothing in the sea. No porpoises, no seals. Just gulls and gulls and gulls. It was turning into a glorious evening. I took my tea into my bedroom, and turned on the laptop. There was no internet reception. There was never internet reception. I only checked out of dumb optimism.


The falling sun made half my room glow golden. Books, stereo, a rack of CDs. Clothes bundled in a heap in one corner. There were band posters on the crooked walls, years out of date and suddenly foreign. At that moment, it was someone else’s room. I lay back on the bed, stretched out, my arms half-open to grip the edges of the single mattress. The coolness in the sheets washed across me. Sun tumbled through the window on columns of dust, fragments of human skin. I looked at the ceiling and thought numbly of kissing Richard on the bed. This was where we’d lost our virginity. We lit candles. It was all right. It was something to do. It was a secret, something unique between us. And now he was gone, and it wasn’t anything at all.


I was furious to find my eyes prickle hot with tears, and bit them back, scrubbing my face with a sleeve. Standing up, I leaned in close to the mirror and studied my reflection. Too serious, no curves, too thin. Dull blonde hair. Romany, Slavic, gypsy, with almond-shaped eyes and broad, high cheeks. I dressed weird. I had no friends. I was a weirdo.


Pathetic, Flora.


I didn’t need Richard. Or anyone else. Reaching over, I clicked again on the computer, refreshing the internet. Nothing. I clicked again. Nothing. Page broken. No connection. My phone had no signal and besides, there was no one I could call. I turned on the radio. Static. The hiss and fuzz of static, creeping down the frequencies. Scattered scraps of distant music rang in fragments of pop, hip-hop, classical. The murmur of voices could be talk show radio or walkers on the road outside. It all filtered in the same. It all blended in together. Nothing here worked the way it should.


The island was built of things that had been abandoned and left to waste: houses, boats and people. Especially people. People who would never get away. Stuck here for ever because that was all they knew.


That would never be me.


I didn’t know how it would happen, but I was leaving, and soon. My time on the island was drawing to a close. The walls of the snowglobe were pushing in around me, and I was ready to break out, to crack the walls and run. I knew this like I knew the peat blood thrumming in my veins or the salt tracks cracking from the corners of my eyes.





CHAPTER 3



I woke to the sound of fractured voices. The sun had dipped and almost gone, leaving my room a ghostly blue. Voices. I’d left the radio on quiet, and there was a German-sounding talk show fuzzing and crackling at low volume. The words sounded strange, as though the radio was under water. Or maybe it was me. I stretched, cricking my neck, crooked and hazy from the nap. Sleeping during the day always threw me wrong. I’d been asleep for less than an hour, but it had flattened me. I sat on the bed in the gloaming and waited for my brain to catch up. I swung my legs to the floor, and stood up to stretch. Something squelched. I looked down. Beside my bed, small patches of carpet pooled darker. I kneeled to investigate. The floor was sodden.


I prodded at the wet spots, looking around for an explanation. I checked the ceiling for a leak, but it was fine. Beside me, the distorted stereo burbled in the half-dark. Maybe something had burst beneath the floorboards. I’d have to tell Ronny about it. The room was cool. I frowned to see the window open, when I could have sworn I’d left it shut. Outside, Still Bay glowed with dusk, the sky a violet curtain. The breeze blew sharp with the march of autumn. I closed the window, but even as I latched it shut, the radio burbled with a sudden crash of static and I flinched, spooked at the surge in volume.


I turned the stupid thing off. With my room quiet, a muted clatter drifted through the walls. Someone was home. As I moved for the door, my foot caught on something solid, and there was a dull clunk against the leg of the desk. My mug. I’d left my tea beside the bed. I must have knocked it over while dozing, and not realised. It was a weird splash. The damp spots looked like two kidney shapes, quite distinct, shaped the same and evenly spaced. I collected the cup and turned for the door.


In the kitchen, Ronny was making meatballs. Leaning over the worktop, he was wrist-deep in a plastic bowl, shaping mince and onions, parsley and garlic. The mixture escaped between his fingers in a grey paste. He had long hair and seldom shaved, which made him look a bit like a Viking, or a werewolf. Him and Mum had been together five years. I used to fight them both about that, but I grew out of it. They were just trying to get by. They were scared of being alone, just like everyone else. Ronny was a good guy. Plus he was drip-feeding me his 80s and 90s rock records, from AC/DC to ZZ Top. He worked hard at Clachnabhan, he loved his wife and baby, and he cared well enough for me. He had his shirtsleeves rolled high, his hair tied up in a little samurai topknot. His arms wriggled with muscles from raking barley.


‘Hey, Ronny,’ I said. He started at my voice. He looked tired.


‘Hi, Flo. How’s it going, poppet?’


I shrugged. ‘All right. Richard’s away tomorrow.’


‘Aye, of course. You OK?’


‘I think so,’ I said. ‘I’ll miss him, but maybe it was reaching a finish anyway. We’ve been sitting out there for ages, not really talking. To be honest, I think he can’t wait to get away.’


‘Sounds like someone else I know.’


‘Right enough.’


He smiled, blankly, shoulders hunched, hands in the bowl of mince. It was rare to see him without a spark of laughter.


‘What’s the matter, old-timer?’


‘Ah, nothing,’ he said, feeling for the words. ‘Probably nothing. It’s just Dougie. I wish he’d turn up.’


‘He’ll be fine. He’ll be on the booze somewhere.’


Ronny shook his head.


‘We’ve called round all the bars, put up posters all over Tanno. It’s been more than a week, and no one’s seen him. We’re worried he might be in a ditch. Or that he fell into the water.’


Ronny sometimes worked with Doug MacLeod at the distillery. He was an odd-job man, equal parts cleaner, labourer and stevedore. He camped out in the woods over summer, and stayed in people’s outhouses during winter. He was also a drunkard, but the right sort for all that, soft as butter. Everyone had seen him, mid-afternoon blootered outside the Bull Hotel, or in one of the Tanno harbour bars. He’d sit on a bench outside the pub, a permanent flush to his face, hollering hellos and trying to light cigarettes. He was forty-something, and looked like he was sixty. Most nights he drank until he slid quietly to the floor. Ronny was right. It would be too easy for him to fall into the harbour on his stagger home. A heavy coat and work boots would take care of the rest, and that would be the end of Doug MacLeod.


‘He’s a daft old lad, but … well. We’d miss him.’


Ronny looked into his bowl of meat and onions. I didn’t know what to say.


‘It’ll be fine,’ was the best I could manage. ‘He’ll show up somewhere.’


Ronny paused. ‘Billy never did,’ he said, and that made me think again.


Bill Wright was another island name. He’d disappeared the previous winter, vanished overnight. Someone had called round his house to give him a lift to work, and he wasn’t to be found. The ashes were cold in the grate, the door wide open. The constabulary sent out a dog team and searched the woods and coast around his house, but that was the last anyone had seen of Billy. Even then, it was hard to be especially worried.


‘Come on, though. Billy’s a wanderer. He likes to walk, he likes to travel. It’s just like him to up sticks and vanish for a while.’


‘Aye. But he always said goodbye, and he always came home. And now, with Dougie too, it’s getting to me.’


‘You don’t think it’s the same thing?’


‘Naw,’ said Ronny. ‘There’s lads at the distillery saying as much, but it’s only gossip. Sad, that’s all.’


We stood and listened to the shoreline, listened to the pan lid clunking on the stove.


‘Well. What’s next on the CD list? I’m done with the last lot.’


‘What did you think of Kyuss?’


I pulled a face. ‘Bit monotonous for me. I preferred the Credence Clearwater lot.’


‘You’re an idiot.’


‘Love you too.’


He grinned at me, but his smile was forced and brittle. Dougie MacLeod. Poor old Doug. He looked around the kitchen. He held up gooey hands.


‘It’s meatballs for tea,’ he said.





CHAPTER 4



Mum came home half an hour later, spilling bags of shopping. She was followed through the door by a hulking giant of a man. He carried a kit bag in one hand and a wriggling baby Jamie in the other arm, and all my melancholy vanished in a wink.


‘Uncle Anders!’ I shouted, and darted to the hallway. I put my arms around him, giving him a delighted hug. He dropped the kit bag, his hand settling on my shoulder like a blanket.


‘Hej, Flora,’ he boomed, crushing me into his stomach, and Jamie giggled as he grabbed for my hair.


‘I found this rascal wandering the streets in Tanno,’ said Mum, smiling through her tiredness. ‘Thought I’d better fetch him in for tea.’


‘Are you sure?’ I said, suspiciously, and patted his barrel stomach. ‘I don’t think he needs any more feeding.’


‘You cheeky bastard,’ growled Anders, then erupted into laughter. He grabbed Ronny’s outstretched hand, and hauled him into a bear hug.


Anders Tommasson was an engineer on an oil rig. He had been brought up in Denmark, but he’d been on the island longer than I’d been alive. When he wasn’t on the rigs, he lived alone on the north-east coast of Bancree. His was the last house on the island before the abandoned crofts. He and Ronny went back years. They’d worked on the fish farm when they were younger men, before Ronny started with the distillery and Anders found money on the rigs. He was Jamie’s godfather. Whenever he was home, the two would meet up for a drink in Tanno or in Tighna, and a grinning, swaying Anders would show up the next morning with Ronny passed out on his shoulder. On one occasion, they turned up three mornings later, having accidentally found themselves in Copenhagen. Ronny was in the doghouse for a month, but Mum had a real soft spot for Anders, and never stayed mad at them for long.


‘How you doing, man?’ grinned Ronny. ‘We weren’t expecting you for another couple of weeks.’


‘I had to come home early,’ said Anders, gravely, and his face fell. ‘It is most urgent.’


‘Why? What’s going on?’


‘Perhaps you will understand if I say … it is a matter of international importance.’


Ronny’s eyes widened.


‘You don’t mean …?’


‘I do. I do.’


Laughing, the two men embraced again. Anders thumped Ronny’s back, making him cough.


‘What on earth is going on?’ said Mum.


‘It’s the football, Cath. He’s come back for the game.’


‘What game?’


‘Scotland–Denmark. Kick-off Friday night.’


‘Of course,’ grinned Anders, ‘I could not allow you to lose all alone. I should be there to make it much worse for you.’


‘You wish. This is grand. Dancer. Pure dancer.’


‘Never mind your football,’ said Mum. ‘Dance off to the bathroom and put Jamie through the tub.’


Chuckling, the two of them went to run the baby through his bath and bed routine. Jamie was ridiculously small in the big man’s arms, but Anders held him like a bluebird. Mum started setting the table. She looked shattered.


‘I’ll do that, Mum. You sit down.’


She hesitated, then sunk into a chair. Mum was assistant manager at the Co-op in Tanno. She worked the afternoon shift five days a week. Jamie stayed with my grandparents in Tighna while Mum was at the shop, then she picked him up on the way home. She’d only been back from maternity leave for a couple of months, and the work routine had hit her hard.


‘You OK, Mum?’


‘I suppose so, love. The delivery was late, as usual, which means I was late, as usual. We were lucky to catch the last ferry.’


I studied her. Mum had me when she was very young, the age I am now. I’d seen the photos of her pregnant, and she was like a girl. She was now in her mid-thirties, and that left seventeen years between me and Jamie. He was pudgy and smiley and thought everything in the world was great. And it probably was, for him. Mum said I was an awful baby. Jamie had proved a nice surprise. I felt more like his babysitter than his sister, most of the time, but it was good to have him in the family. Even with the late nights and early mornings, he’d made things easier in the house. Jamie was something we all had in common, a splash of blood shared amongst us.


Splashing resounded from the bathroom, and Jamie shrieked with delight. I lowered my voice.


‘Ronny’s really worried about Dougie.’


She softened. ‘He’s a crooked penny, is Doug. He’ll turn up.’


‘Aye, I know. I hope so. I’ll get tea served up.’


We settled down to eat. Anders plonked a bottle of whisky on the table, and Ronny fetched cold beers from the fridge.


‘If I’d known you were coming, I’d have cooked more.’


‘I am a growing lad,’ said Anders.


‘Aye, outwards,’ I muttered. He threw a pea at me.


‘Come along, children,’ warned my mother.


‘Sorry, Mum.’


‘Sorry, Cath.’


‘Hey,’ I said. ‘Did you know about the people on Dog Rock?’


‘No.’


‘There’s folk moving into the cottage.’


‘You’re kidding?’


‘Really?’


‘Aye. We saw them moving in.’


‘So what were they like?’


‘There’s two of them. A father and a daughter. He looks about late-forties, I guess, and she’s about my age. They turned up in a van, and shipped all their stuff over in a blow-up dinghy. They had all their stuff in those boxes you get in offices.’


‘I thought that place would stay empty until the day it fell over.’


‘It’s a mess.’


‘Would have been a good place for a still,’ lamented Anders.


‘They’ve been at it already. Chucking out the old stuff.’


Mum stood up from the kitchen table and crossed to the window. She peered into the evening blues.


‘There’s a light on,’ she confirmed. ‘And a fire.’


‘Tell you what, though. He’s really good-looking,’ I said.


‘Flora! And with Richard barely gone,’ said Ronny, feigning shock.


‘That’s really funny, Teenwolf. No, I was thinking more about Andrea Simpson or that Campbell woman hanging round.’


That gave them pause for thought.


‘Lord. Imagine having Janet Campbell as a neighbour.’


‘Come on. We don’t know this new lot at all. They say better the devil you know.’


‘Aye, well they never knew Janet Campbell.’


‘I knew Janet Campbell,’ said Anders, smugly.


‘None of that in front of the kids, Tommasson.’


‘Sorry, Cath.’


‘Dog Cottage. Fancy that.’


‘It’ll have barely cost them pennies,’ said Ronny. ‘Still, it’ll be nice if the girl’s your age, Flo.’


I rolled my eyes. ‘We’re never back to this again?’


‘No attitude, Miss,’ said Mum. ‘You can share the bus to school.’


‘But what if I hate her?’


‘Now, whyever would you hate her?’


‘I’m just saying. There’s no guarantee I’ll like her. She might be a terrible person.’


‘I suppose so,’ said Ronny, then gestured helplessly at the kitchen window. ‘But look around, Flo. Who else is there?’


‘I’ve learned something today. I’d sooner be alone than stuck with someone because they’re all that’s left. No more easy options for me.’


‘Only teenagers actually want to be alone. Trust me,’ said Mum.


‘I’m eighteen next year,’ I protested.


‘That’s exactly what I’m talking about.’


‘Come on, Mum. I’ve always looked after myself.’


‘You’re very independent, love. And you know your own mind. We just wish you’d spend more time with folk your own age.’


‘Like I have a choice,’ I said. ‘Back to school tomorrow.’


Mum and Ronny exchanged glances.


‘Maybe you’ll try a little harder with other kids this year,’ said Ronny.


‘Aye, and maybe they’ll try harder with me,’ I glowered, and hunkered down into my tea.


I didn’t want any friends my own age. With Richard gone, the last thing I needed was something else chaining me to the island.


I didn’t speak much for the rest of the meal. My folks and Anders talked a wee while about what might bring people to Bancree, but couldn’t find that many reasons. They could only think of reasons to leave.


‘Hey,’ said Ronny, softly. ‘You heard about Dougie?’


‘I heard,’ said Anders. ‘The police called me.’


‘What on earth for?’ asked Mum.


‘Dougie was staying at my house sometimes.’


‘When he had nowhere else to go,’ chimed in Ronny.


‘My place is empty so much. It is not good to be always without a fire in the hearth. It was important to have him there. A house needs a life inside it. And now he is gone. I wanted to see this for myself.’


‘That’s really why you’re back, isn’t it?’ said Ronny.


‘Yes, my friend. They have looked for him, but I must look also.’


‘I’ll help.’


‘Then we will look together. But we must watch the game also. And we must drink to absent friends.’


‘Not here you don’t,’ yelped Mum. ‘Last time you two started howling at four in the morning, and the baby’s only just gone down.’


‘It was a full moon.’


‘It was awful. Go on. Bugger off to the Bull, and come in quietly. And you, Ronald McLoughlin, mind you’re working tomorrow.’


Ronny and Anders grinned across the table, then headed for the door.


Mum went to read her book, and I did the dishes. The water in the sink ran brown with peat, and my hands disappeared into the murk at the bottom of the basin.


I couldn’t stop thinking about Richard and his escape. It was like fumbling at a splinter, but only ever pushing it deeper. I imagined myself on the bus south, the train, my head resting against the window, feeling engines rumble through the glass. New people, new places. Freedom.


The splinter ground in deeper.


It should have been me.


I went to my room.


I felt restless, both wired and exhausted by my afternoon nap. I was uneasy about the new girl, and Richard had left me sad, and angry. Reading didn’t help. I was sick of my book, and irritated by everything I knew. The ceiling was too low, the lamplight too invasive. I was sick of my room, sick of my clothes. I wanted something different.


The air felt thick and strange, the evening edgy and unsettled. Part of it was the emptiness of the last night before school, but there was something else, too, something almost tangible. Dusk was growing into night, dark and ribbed with cloud. Scanning through radio channels, I found a rock’n’roll show on Radio 2. The damp spots on the carpet were drying out already. I wandered to the window and tried to relax, losing myself in sunset’s shadows.


About now, Richard would be stretched out in an armchair, watching a film or playing cards with his folks. I let my mind wander to his house, his room – his bed – but couldn’t place him. There was only laughter in downstairs rooms, and cold sheets on an empty mattress. It was sad to think of how much I might miss him. It was sadder still to think that I might not.


The Atlantic shifted black against a band of pale horizon. A slice of moon shimmered on the crests of scattered waves, turning the sea indigo dark in contrast. There were lights in the windows of Dog Cottage. Being nosy, I trained my binoculars on the islet. Magnified so many times, I caught the tiny windows glowing in the dark. I watched for a while, hating myself for spying, but couldn’t see anyone. Bored, I scanned idly to one side, sweeping from Dog Rock out towards the sea, then jerked with shock. I doubled back, training the binoculars again on the islet. There was something in the inky sea. Peering, eyes screwed tight, I scrutinised the waves splashing at Dog Rock. There was definitely something there. A dark shape, black against the blue, bobbing in the surf. Or was it only waves, slopping on the shore? Ducks, feeding late into dusk? The shapes bobbed further from the islet. Not ducks. It was something swimming. It must have been an otter, or a seal, but I’d never seen them out so late. Little wonder when they’re so hard to spot, dark on dark on dark.


The clouds drew back, allowing more of the thin moonlight to filter down. I gasped and jammed the binoculars into my sockets. For a fraction of second, the shape in the water was a head. The focus wheel slipped and the image blurred into total blackness. I hastily refocused and looked again, desperate to find the shape in the water. There was nothing but the sea. The shape had gone.


A head. A face. The old man of the sea.


I’d thought it was a head. A human head. I quickly panned across to look at the cottage, but a curtain had been pulled across the window, leaving a dark and muted orange. The strangers were inside, and now the dark sea swelled empty. There was nothing bobbing in the water.


I must have been wrong. It was ridiculous. The moonlight was too dim to see anything for sure, and no one would swim so late at night. It would be stupidly cold and lethally daft. It must have been a seal.


I watched through the window until the last rind of light on the horizon dimmed to black. Waves breathed on the shore. Mad gulls made cat calls in the night, and I looked out onto a magnified nothing.





CHAPTER 5



I didn’t sleep well. My dreams were fish, flicking between night and water and Richard and creaking pines and kelp, rivers of kelp, seaweed falling from the sky in endless towers. It drifted down to touch me, and curled around my wrists. It wrapped around my ankles and began to lift me up.


The alarm jolted me awake. I lay in bed for a few welcome moments, looking at the ceiling. I could hear Mum changing the baby in the bathroom, the two of them cooing at each other. It all felt very normal.


The first day back at school. My first day of sixth year, the first day of my last year. Because Richard and I had always commuted together from the island to the mainland, I’d spent most of my time at school hanging out with him and his mates in the year above. They’d been pleasant enough, but now they were all gone. I hadn’t any friends of my own. The next year seemed a bleak prospect. But it was only a year. One year, then escape. Freedom. I still wasn’t entirely certain what my freedom looked like. I hadn’t found any job I wanted to do. All I knew for certain was that involved somewhere away from Bancree.


I showered and dressed.


Sixth year meant I didn’t need to wear uniform any more. No more regulation skirts or stupid blazers. I wore jeans and sneakers, a vest top and a jumper and a jacket. I sat on the edge of my bed to apply mascara, flexing my toes in the trainers. It didn’t feel much like going to school. It felt good. A new start. A step up in life.


Anders was passed out in the living room, making a mountain of blankets on the sofa. I hadn’t heard them come in, so it couldn’t have been a very heavy session.


I wolfed a banana and a cup of tea and stuffed my rucksack with books, notebooks, purse, make-up and phone. Mum came through with Jamie perched on one hip.


‘Morning, Mum. Is Ronny still asleep? Can I get a lift with him?’


‘He made it to bed at a respectable two o’clock, so no. He’s long gone.’


‘Two o’clock? Lightweights.’


‘I think he’s warming up. They want a big night with the football. You’ll have to catch the bus.’


Anders appeared in the doorway, blankets gathered around his shoulders.


‘Morning, Cath. Morning, Flora.’


‘How you doing, trooper?’


‘Many things in life become easier as you age. But hangovers, not so much.’


‘You look like you’ve been dug up,’ I said. ‘Tea?’


‘You and your tea. Bring me coffee, child. Coffee.’


I made him some coffee, then yelled my goodbyes and waited for the post bus on the road outside.


The weather had turned overnight. There was no rain yet, but it felt like the end of summer, cooler and blustery, the surf suddenly up and pushing at the shore. Clouds scudded low over the Bancree Sound in blooms of white on grey. On the hills behind Grogport, rising away from the sea, plantation trees breathed in slow waves, and my dreams returned in the creaking of the pines. It was a great day for driving to Glasgow, Bristol, the world. Good weather for a jailbreak.


There was movement up the road. A man appeared, approaching Grogport from the north. From this far away, I guessed it was some hiker, a tourist out of season. He walked in swift, confident strides, devouring the distance. But as the man moved closer, I found myself shrinking. It was the new neighbour. Despite the coolness in the air, he wore shorts and a T-shirt, a canvas kit bag slung across one shoulder. He faced straight ahead as he crossed the bridge into the village. Even yards away, he radiated a bad mood. I couldn’t help but stare, drinking him in. He ignored me completely, not even looking up as he approached my house. He had almost walked past by the time I thought to greet him.


‘Hello,’ I faltered, then spoke louder. ‘Hi!’


He stopped, momentarily, and stared at me, scrutinising. He nodded, once, and continued down the road. Mouth still open, I watched him walk away. He took a piece of my stomach with him. Like his daughter, there was something deeply sensual in his face, but something strange as well, something cold. He had very dark eyes. He was stunning. His hair was wet, soaked into twists and curls.


A thought occurred to me, ringing like a chime. If he was walking home, at this time in the morning – then where had he come from?


I was still lost in contemplation when the minibus arrived. It rolled to a clunking pause outside my house, shunting my daydream to one side. The driver peered out.
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