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My daughter wants to go home . . .


When Anna’s partner walks away from their relationship, she is shattered. But it is her little girl Ava who takes it hardest of all. The six year old falls silent for three days. When she does speak, her words are troubling. Ava wants to go home. To a place called Seal.


To her other mother.


Anna knows to unravel the mystery she must find Seal and take Ava there. She hopes this tiny island will unlock her daughter’s memories. But could it also offer a new life . . . and unexpected love . . . for Anna too?




Dear Reader,


I’m so glad to have you with me on our journey to Seal. I’d like to say thank you for being here with me and all my characters. I love them all, and I hope you will too.


In Keep Me Safe you’ll meet Anna, who has forgotten how to care about herself, and Sorren, who prefers caring for other people than facing a painful past. Also Ava, a little girl who has so much life in her, but whose family life crumbles and who has to find a way to lead herself and her mum to a place of love and safety. All this in the surrounding of beaches and cliffs and sea and sky.


Seal for me is a place of the soul. Death and childbirth, love and loss all go and join the waters of our souls. The idea I love is that we are not alone in grief and comfort, Seal is a place of kindred souls.


Reader, I am privileged to undertake this journey with you. My readers make my stories come alive. My writing is a four-hands sonata, where each reader composes and creates with me, superimposing their own story to mine.


So thank you for dancing with me all the way to the Hebrides.


Con amore,


Daniela x




This book is for Ross.
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Midnight: the day-weary sun yawns last colours,


Sea-cooled gold and red fade into frosted silver.


The darkling ocean, dim green in the dying light,


Swallows final embers with rolling whispers.


Unseen, a curlew cries out without answer –


A shrill dart hurled into the black.


Early stars spark – pewter bells playing cold music.


The rising moon, thin and curved, its bone light unfurls


Across the milk-white sand, now a glistening necklace.


The wind, gentle tonight, a warm breath,


Drifts through the machair, the drowsing flowers blow


Sweet scents over the dreaming islands.


Salt and seaweed, the perfume of life and death.


This gliding night, unheard, but not silent


Is a half-dreamt song – a red-rusted drum now beats.


The eastern sky chatters with colour and fresh flight.


Corn-yellow sun, turquoise sea, orchids pink, yellow, blue.


Reddening flames lick smoking peat in morning fires.


Oystercatchers tiptoe surf for dawn-dazzled shells.


Night is, once more, a gentle lament on unplayed fiddles.


The harpsong of morning fills the air again.


Ross Walker, ‘Hebridean Night, Midsummer’










Prologue


Little soul


Where I am, there is no day and no night, there is no time. There is nobody but me, and all these little flames that move and flicker, even without wind. Sometimes I feel whirlpools brushing past me, touching me with wispy, invisible hands, their breaths and sighs cold against me. I hear them whisper, talk about their lives and their deaths, and I listen.


So many stories.


So much love and pain and happiness and sadness, so many lives and so many deaths. I try to call, I try to stop them, so I can speak to them. But they never listen, they never stop. They flow and float away, invisible currents of fog inside fog. All that is left is a little flame gleaming in the distance, and a memory, a shadow of their story – and I’m alone again.


I know things now, things I used to not know before. I listened to the whispers for so long, I’ve known so many lives. I was a child but I’m not a child any more, for all I know and for all I have heard. I dive into the sea of souls and listen to the voices of those here with me. I listen and I know what they carry in their hearts.


I remember my time as a child. I remember when the sea came, and how it was stronger than me, stronger than those who loved me. I’d always known the sea wanted me; I’d been nearly taken when I wasn’t much older than a baby, but my father held on to me and took me home, dripping and distraught, and he and my mum said to each other what a freak accident, how could it have happened, I was watching her, I really was, I know you were, thank goodness she’s here, you brought her home.


And now the sea was back for me. I screamed in my child’s heart: please let me go.


Please let me go home.


Please, sea, don’t take me.


Please, sea, give me back.


I cried and cried and thought I need to breathe, I need to breathe – but I couldn’t feel my tears in the water that was all around me, I couldn’t fill my lungs with air. And then everything was peaceful, black and warm. I didn’t hurt any more, I wasn’t cold any more. I’m saved, I thought. But I wasn’t saved, I was drowned.


When the darkness disappeared and my eyes could see again, there was a golden light in front of me. From the light I heard voices calling my name, calling me to go with them. The light pulled me and pulled me, just like the sea that drowned me; and the voices were tender, promising to enfold me with love, and I wanted to reach them, I wanted their embrace because I’d been so scared and in so much pain. But I needed my mum and dad. I couldn’t go in there, I couldn’t leave them behind. I couldn’t leave my family.


And so I turned away from the golden light – and then the greyness and loneliness frightened me, because it was all so desolate, like I was the last person in the world, the only one left. I turned back, but the light and the voices were gone. I was left in the grey and the lonely.


Little lights appeared all around, over my head, under my feet; little flickering flames.


And now I am here, and I wander and listen, and sometimes I cry, sometimes I sing tunes I used to know. Everything is grey and soft, like walking in cotton wool.


I am not sure if a long time has passed or just a little while.


I don’t know where I am.


I just know I want to go home.


Whispers echo in the fog, my soft sobs, the tunes I hum. They come back to me a hundred times. But then, one day – if there’s such a thing as day where I am – I hear something else, something that is not an echo. Someone calling. The flames all around dance and dance, like they’ve heard her too, and whirlpools move the fog in slow currents. I walk among the little candles and follow the voice – joy overwhelms me, and I haven’t felt joy in so long, so long, it’s like I feel it for the first time. It’s all new and warm, it feels like sunshine, and I want to laugh and cry at the same time, and I run, run towards whoever is calling me. It must be my family, it must be. It’s me, I’m here, I cry without noise – I put my hands up in the white fog and the sound of calling and crying is everywhere, please, Mum, hold my hands and take me home – and she does, she holds my hands and pulls me through.


Everything is black for a moment, and then I open my eyes.
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Snow in March


Anna


When Ava started inside me, sudden and surprising like snow in March, I didn’t have time to ask myself the reasons for such a miracle. I was working too hard, worrying too hard. With all the practical problems and the morning sickness and trying to stay awake during my night shifts, I didn’t have much time left to consider what was happening: a human being had taken up residence in my belly, and was growing, growing. Somebody with eyes and ears and hands and legs and a heart. And more; she was more than a body and its parts. A soul lived inside this body-in-the-making, a consciousness, a set of feelings and emotions and thoughts like sparks inside her tiny brain.


I fretted about how I’d look after a baby, with my shifts and little money and no family at hand to help, while the man who did this to me in the first place was lost in one crazy project or another. He was forever wheeling and dealing somewhere while I threw up and cried and surveyed the wards full of new mums, their babies beside them in plastic cots, not quite believing I would be one of them soon. I couldn’t sleep, and when I did, I had strange dreams, dreams of water and the sea and grey waves swallowing me. And then Toby would caress my barely-there bump and promise me the world, promise our baby the world – I didn’t believe him any more, of course, but I didn’t want my child to grow up without a father, like me.


I knew she was a girl. And not just any girl – she was Ava. I loved her with an intensity that blew me away. Somehow, in the lottery of procreation, one I witnessed every day in my job, this baby, this baby and no other, among the millions of possible genetic combinations, had been given to me. An old rhyme came into my mind, one my Scottish grandmother used to sing:






Of all the babies who swam in the sea


Ava was the one for me . . .








While I was making beds, or fetching nappies for the midwives, or cleaning up mess, I was aware of her, like a constant song in the back of my mind. My belly grew, the fears grew, my love for her grew. In this city of eight million people, I thought as I contemplated the London skyline out of the staffroom window, there was now one more.


Months went by as my secret came into the light, my bump too big to hide. Ava talked to me in every way but words. I know you, baby – I’ve known you forever, I thought as I chose curtains for her nursery, and a Moses basket, and I dreamt of the day I’d hold her in my arms. I love you, I’ve loved you forever, I whispered to her as we lay in bed in the middle of the day, waiting for another exhausting night shift.


I lay half naked with a little thing breaking me from the inside, my body clamping onto itself over and over again. When she finally came out, after what seemed like days, I looked into her eyes, semi-blind and alien black, and I had the strangest thought: that I had fooled myself believing I knew her, this little soul that had sat inside me waiting, this creature I’d been a vessel for.


I didn’t know her at all. I had no idea who she was.


I never told anyone about what came into my mind the moment she was born – about the way I didn’t recognise her like I thought I would, and how that feeling of of course, it was you all along never happened for me. A sense of knowing the creature that has been inside you for nine months and finally getting to meet her – it wasn’t like that. I didn’t know her, I never had known her. She was somebody other from the little life I had imagined.


It would have been impossible to explain such a weird sensation. People don’t talk about these things anyway, and your head is all over the place after you’ve given birth. You’re bound to have strange thoughts.


I soon forgot all about it as Ava grew into herself and I grew into my new life, a life where it was Ava and Anna, our little family.


My daughter’s eyes have lost their alienness and now she’s fully here, fully herself. Now, I do know her. Ava Elizabeth Hart, six years old, happy and chatty and lively and fearless like I never was, so different from me and yet so much mine, a part of Toby and me and yet herself.


But when it all began, when Ava told me about a life she had without me, with people I didn’t know – that day I thought again of the moment she was born. I thought of the moment they placed her gently in my arms, wrapped in a white blanket, my blood still encrusted in her hair, and she opened those other-worldly eyes and the first thing I thought was I love you, and the second was Where were you before?
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All that remains


Anna


I always knew it would happen one day. I always knew Toby would leave us; I was even surprised he’d waited so long. Despite all my efforts, I had failed to keep this lopsided little family together.


I dreaded the day he’d go, not because of me – all my feelings for him had ebbed away a long time ago – but for Ava. She was so close to him, even if he kept letting her down in one way or another. She adored her father; whether or not he actually deserved to be adored was of no concern to a little child.


One winter afternoon, my child-minder, Sharon, phoned me at work to say that Toby had been to the house, stuffed some of his things in a suitcase, and left. I stood there with the phone against my ear, frozen. I could only imagine how it must have felt for Ava, sitting in tears and terror while her dad rushed around packing clothes. It was like a bolt from the blue for her; as for me, I’d played the scenario so many times in my head, I nearly had a sense of déjà vu.


Sharon told me that he’d left behind a note addressed to me, and a distressed little girl sobbing her heart out. She said that before stepping out of the door he’d spoken to Ava, that he’d told her he was very sorry, but he was going somewhere far, far away, that we’d be better off without him; that he was a loser, that he’d tried but nothing had worked out for him.


He said all that to his six-year-old daughter.


Anger burnt scarlet through me as I put the phone down and ran to the ward sister to tell her I had to go home at once. I was a new nurse – I had gained my qualification at last, after years of menial jobs and studying at night while Ava slept – and I was working for an agency.


I hurried out into the freezing evening air; I jumped on a train, and then another, in a daze, tears not of regret but of fury swelling in my eyes. He’d hurt Ava. He’d done the one thing I could not forgive him for. After all the years I’d forced myself to be with him, so we could give Ava a family . . .


When I barged into the flat, Ava was on the sofa watching CBeebies, clutching Camilla, her favourite doll. Her eyes were puffy and red, but she wasn’t crying any more. She was sucking her thumb, which was something I had been trying to help her grow out of. She looked very small and very lost.


‘Ava, sweetheart . . .’ I said as I sat beside her.


She didn’t look at me, she didn’t move.


‘Ava . . .’


‘She’s been like this for over an hour. She hasn’t said a word,’ Sharon whispered, her kindly coffee-coloured face shadowed with worry. I felt my heart quickening and my hands tingling; the familiar signs of panic.


I wrapped my arms around my daughter. She let me hold her close, and leaned her head on my chest, still sucking her thumb. I stroked her long black hair and her face – milky skin and almond-shaped black eyes, maybe the heritage of an Asian ancestor we knew nothing about.


‘Everything’s fine. Mummy is here . . . Where’s the note?’ I asked Sharon in a low voice, not wanting to disentangle myself from Ava. Sharon seized a piece of paper, roughly folded in four, and handed it to me.






Dear Anna,


I’m so sorry. I’ve been nothing but bad news in your life. I’m off to Melbourne to stay with a mate for a bit, and then hopefully get a working visa. I explained everything to Ava, so she wouldn’t get too upset . . .








I’m going to kill him, I thought.






. . . you deserve somebody to look after you properly. Ava deserves a proper father . . .








You’re right on that one.






You and Ava are better off without me. Please remind Ava how much I love her.


Toby








And here’s where you’re wrong, Toby, I said to myself. Very, very wrong. I am better off without you; Ava isn’t. You stupid, irresponsible, selfish man who couldn’t hold down a job, who would spend thousands of pounds on a fancy car and then have no money left to buy food, who would feed Ava ice cream for lunch and dinner and then be aghast if she threw up, who was always too busy for the nursery run but found time for a daily catch-up with his friends – your daughter needs you. Not just someone to look after us, but her father.


But you left anyway.


‘It’ll be okay, baby,’ I said into Ava’s hair, squeezing her dimpled hand. I felt her letting out a small sigh, full of the grief and loss she didn’t know how to express.


It was dark outside, and Ava still hadn’t spoken. Dinnertime had come and gone, and she was sitting at the table with an array of untouched plates in front of her. Fish fingers and mash, a ham sandwich, a bowl of tomato soup. Nothing tempted her.


‘Let’s order pizza!’ I said, trying to sound cheery, or even just normal. I was getting desperate.


‘What do you say? Pizza?’ I repeated, exhaustion squeezing the sides of my head until I felt nauseous. No reply. ‘Please, Ava. You haven’t eaten anything since breakfast.’


She just sat there looking at me with a blank expression, not saying a word.


I phoned the hospital and then the agency, and told them that my daughter was sick and I had to take a few days off. They weren’t happy, but they grudgingly accepted my unexpected leave. Then I called Sharon and said I wouldn’t need her for a while, but I would keep up with her wages, of course. Finally I phoned Toby’s mother. I don’t know why. It wasn’t like I would get any sympathy or help. Whatever her son did – rack up thousands of pounds of debt, leave yet another job, get beaten up by someone he owed money to – she just found excuses for him, and cried, and said he was such an affectionate boy and it wasn’t his fault if he was a bit immature.


‘Did you know about this?’


‘About Australia? Yes. He told me not to tell you until he was ready . . .’


‘Well he told Ava. Before telling me. He told her he was going away and she was better off without him. Ava is six years old, for God’s sake!’


‘He’s confused. He’s just a confused boy with nobody to advise him properly,’ she pleaded.


‘He’s not a boy, Gillian.’


Oh, all the things Gillian didn’t know. Toby was very much a man, a man who ranted at me whenever things didn’t go his way, who slammed doors, who always knew the right thing to say to make me feel I was worth nothing. But his mother didn’t know any of this. She was never to know. It would break her heart, and one heart broken was more than enough.


‘You know the way it is. They are always little boys to their mothers!’ She laughed a foolish laugh. There wasn’t even any point in being angry with her.


‘Good to know that my daughter has a boy for a father,’ I hissed.


A little silence, and then came her favourite mantra, her excuse for so much of what Toby did. ‘He wasn’t ready to be a father.’


As if it had been my fault. As if I’d planned it. I closed my eyes briefly, cursing the day I’d been taken in by his charm, his endless optimism. I was young, and I was alone and starved of affection after a cold, loveless childhood; I’d fallen for his promises.


‘If he phones, Gillian, tell him we never want to see him again.’


‘What? You can’t stop him seeing his daughter!’ she whined in a tremulous, how-can-you-be-so-heartless voice.


I put the phone down.


‘Please, sweetheart. Maybe a cookie?’ I tried again.


I’d made chocolate chip cookies, hoping that baking would channel my confusion a bit, and that they would tempt Ava into eating something.


Still no answer. She just looked at me with those dark eyes of hers, two pools of silent sadness in her white face.


I was ready for a long, long cry, but I couldn’t do that in front of Ava. I gently led her into the bathroom and gave her a warm bath with bubbles, chatting to her in a low voice, though she never replied. Then I took her to her room, where I slipped her Little Miss Sunshine PJs on, dried her hair, and tucked her, Camilla and myself into her bed. We lay together, hypnotised by her magic lantern turning and turning, until we both fell asleep.


She didn’t speak for three days.


Dawn rose on the fourth day of Ava’s silence. I was lying on a mattress in her room, after another white night. Later I would take her to the doctor; I couldn’t deny any more that something was terribly, terribly wrong. That something had broken inside her.


I propped myself up, resting my head on my hand. She slept on her back, her chest slowly rising and falling. Little Briar Rose, trapped in an evil spell. She was so beautiful, my daughter, and so small, so vulnerable. It broke my heart that I couldn’t protect her from everything, anything that could harm or upset her. That I couldn’t save her from this heartache, like I hadn’t been protected or saved when I was a child. That I hadn’t given her a better father, or, it turned out, a father at all – she would be fatherless, like I had been. Maybe I shouldn’t have worked so hard all those years . . . Maybe all the nights I spent on my course books and all the times I was too exhausted to even speak had slowly corroded our family life. But I’d had no chance of an education, no chance to do anything for myself – I had to get my qualification. I had spent too many years watching the nurses doing their amazing job while I was stuck cleaning floors. I knew there was more in me; I knew I had more to give. And I did it for Ava too, to give her a better future. To give her the chances I’d never had.


Tears threatened to flood out of me again, and again I stopped them. During those three ghastly days, I had only cried once, when I was sure Ava was in deep sleep; I couldn’t bear the idea of her seeing me crying, and alarming her even more than she had been already.


All of a sudden, she stirred. She jerked her head towards the wall and back again. A small whimper escaped her lips, and then another, as she tossed and turned. I sat on her bed and took her little body in my arms. She began to cry, harder and harder, and her sobs rose to the sky and wrecked my heart. And the worst thing was that she was crying with her eyes closed, like all that pain was coming from the depths of her, unbounded and unchecked, exploding after four days of silence and stillness.


‘Shhhhh . . . Mummy’s here . . .’ Tears were falling down my cheeks too. I couldn’t bear it. I couldn’t bear to see my daughter in so much pain.


‘Mummy!’ she cried, and again those dreadful, dreadful sobs – the cries of someone abandoned, all alone in the world. I could feel what she was saying with those sobs – I’ve been abandoned, I’m lost – and I held her tight.


‘I’m here, baby, I’m here with you,’ I whispered in her ear.


Suddenly her whole body became tense and tight; she was rigid in my arms, just like she used to get as a toddler when she was throwing a tantrum. My heart bled. Then, at last, she relaxed. Her eyelashes, damp with sleep and tears, fluttered some more.


‘Ava. Ava!’ I called.


Finally she opened her eyes.


‘Mummy,’ she said in a whisper.


My heart soared. She was speaking again.


‘Ava . . .’


‘Mummy,’ she repeated.


‘I’m here . . .’


She blinked over and over again, studying my face. Then she looked straight at me as if she didn’t recognise me, and I’ll never forget the words that came out of her mouth. I’ll never forget the moment when, as I held her in my arms, my face so close to hers that our noses nearly touched, she asked calmly and quietly: ‘Where’s my mum?’


‘Where’s my mum?’ I asked Miss Carter, my teacher.


I was six years old, a crown of tinfoil on my head and wearing a long white tunic – a shiny triangular cloth with a hole for a head, but to me it seemed like an evening gown, the dress of my dreams. I remember feeling so pretty in my costume, like a princess and a fairy and an angel all mixed together. My hair was loose on my shoulders; the other mums had woven my little friends’ hair into braids and buns, but mine didn’t have time. She had been out all day and couldn’t come to fetch me from school, so I’d had to sneak out on my own – we weren’t allowed to go home by ourselves – and go to our neighbour’s. It happened often, that my mum wasn’t around and Mrs Ritchie had to look after me; my sweet, loving grandmother had died three years before, and since then my life had been pretty much chaos.


When Mrs Ritchie looked after me, I tried to spend as much time as I could in the street so that she wouldn’t be annoyed by my presence and then tell on us to the teachers or social workers or whoever else. My mum always said we weren’t to tell anyone that she wasn’t around much; that if someone asked, I was to say she’d gone to the shops.


But it was December and very cold, so I couldn’t stay out for long. I waited and waited in the Ritchies’ kitchen for my mum to turn up. It was the day of the school nativity play, and she’d promised she’d come. Mrs Ritchie had given me tea with her two teenage sons, and then I explained to her that I was to go to the school for the show. She didn’t roll her eyes like I thought she would do. She stroked my cheek.


‘I’ll give you a lift in the car,’ she said. ‘I’m sure your mum will be there.’ But as she was putting her coat on, I heard her muttering under her breath, ‘As if. As if she’d give up drinking one night, just one bloody night, to go to her daughter’s nativity . . .’


I knew she was talking about my mum, but I didn’t want to hear. I pretended she’d said nothing. My mum would prove her wrong and turn up, maybe smelling strange and not walking so well, and saying weird, angry things; but she would turn up.


And there I was, with my tinfoil crown and my tunic over my grey uniform skirt and trainers, while the other girls wore ballet shoes and white tights, and their prettiest outfits. But I felt so shiny and special, I couldn’t wait to go out on the small stage and show off my glittery angel self. My mum would love it. She’d think I was so pretty, she’d stay at home all night. She’d make us hot milk or cocoa and we’d curl up on the sofa and watch TV, and she wouldn’t ask me to get her drinks, or have strange friends over and then keep me up half the night, terrified in my bed, with their yells and fights.


Tonight it’d just be the two of us.


The show came and went. I was blinded by the lights the teachers had borrowed from the local bingo hall, so I couldn’t see my mum’s face. But the applause was rapturous and I was sure she had loved it. At the end, we all stood together, Joseph and Mary holding a doll Jesus, and sang ‘Jingle Bells’. The lights were off by then and I studied the crowd, looking for my mum’s face. But she wasn’t there.


Hope began to seep out of me and seemed to deflate my very bones. I felt tears gathering in my eyes and I desperately tried not to cry.


Maybe I just couldn’t see her. Maybe she was at the back, hidden behind other parents. She was there, she had to be.


But something inside me kept whispering: She’s broken her promise. Again. She won’t see you with the silvery crown and the long shiny white gown. She’s not here, she wasn’t at the show at all.


I felt a warm tear slide down my cheek and wanted to die of embarrassment, but the sadness inside me was so great, I couldn’t hold it in.


And then it was a blur, the teachers getting our outfits off and telling us we’d done so well, so well, and releasing us to the waiting parents.


I was left there. There was nobody waiting for me.


‘Where’s my mum?’ I asked Miss Carter, helplessly. I remember clearly how I felt I was standing right at the edge of a cliff, looking down. That feeling stayed with me all my life, like I was forever trying not to fall.


The teachers conferred between them. What to do with me? It was the days before mobile phones, and my house phone was ringing out. Finally, Mrs Ritchie turned up. She’d seen my mum staggering home.


‘Agnes is in no fit state to fetch Anna,’ she told Miss Carter. ‘She asked me who Anna was. Oh, she’s a piece of work.’


She asked me who Anna was.


Mrs Ritchie seemed furious, her movements rapid, sharp. ‘Come on, dear,’ she said, almost sweetly. ‘They tell me you looked so pretty in your angel costume . . .’


‘Where’s my mum?’ I repeated, tears now flowing unchecked. A sob racked my chest. I was too upset to be ashamed.


‘Don’t worry about that. We’ll sort it all out,’ Mrs Ritchie said, leading me to her car, her lips pursed. She looked so angry. I know now that she was angry with my mum, not with me, but at the time I just couldn’t tell, and I was scared. All I knew was that my mum had broken yet another promise, and that I had no idea where she was.


And then there was that other memory: how the night ended.


I never think about that. But sometimes the memory remembers itself, in spite of me.


When I came home, my mum was slumped in the living room. I brought a duvet from upstairs and covered her, and then I slept on the sofa in my angel dress, hoping I could finally show it to my mum when she woke up. We’d been allowed to take our costumes home so our mothers could wash them and return them clean.


Finally morning came. I tried to wake her up and show her the dress, but she yelled at me, and threw an empty bottle. I was afraid, but I thought if she had a shower and drank some coffee she would feel better, so I tried again to wake her – and all the drinking she’d done came out of her and onto my dress, onto my lovely angel dress, now soiled and reeking like it meant nothing, like it was a piece of garbage.


That was the beginning.


The night Ava asked about her mum, even if I was shocked, I didn’t probe her – it just wasn’t the right moment, not after those three terrible days without eating or speaking. She couldn’t go back to sleep, so I made her some milk, and she asked for honey in it – she’d never liked honey, I thought in passing, but I had more pressing worries on my mind than her changing tastes. We watched Frozen for the umpteenth time, snuggled up under the duvet with Camilla.


Although Ava’s strange words had chilled me, I put them down to shock. For the next few days I hardly thought about them. But there was a difference in her; something had changed after those three days of silence and refusal to eat. Yes, she was back to her lively, cheerful self, but every once in a while a weird daze descended on her, and a faraway look appeared in her eyes, like she was seeing something I couldn’t see, or remembering something long past.


About a week later, on our way home from school, she was jumping in the puddles with her bright red wellies, and I was chatting about her dance class.


‘. . . soon we’ll have to buy you a new leotard, you’ve grown so much recently . . .’ I was saying, when suddenly she stopped and raised her face to the sky.


‘Come on, baby, we only have half an hour and we still need to get a snack and get changed . . .’


The faraway look I had noticed before was back, like she was there and yet she wasn’t. She stood like that for a moment, her little nose in the air. Then she looked down at the puddle again. I could see her reflection in the still water – the red jacket, her dark hair in two braids, her face like a little pale moon.


‘I remember,’ she said.


I don’t know why, but those perfectly innocent words sent a chill down my spine. Maybe it was the way she’d said it, her hazy, remote look; maybe because a part of me knew that something was happening in her mind.


‘What do you remember?’ I asked in a low voice. Two older boys in blazers walked past us, hands in pockets, laughing loudly, and I didn’t hear her reply.


‘What did you say?’


‘I remember one day it was raining, and I jumped in the puddles,’ she said.


Relief filled me. ‘Of course, you’ve done it many times. Now come along, we’ll be late . . .’


‘My mum took me to the beach and there were puddles in the sand, and she said they were like tiny seas. One day we saw a little fish swimming in a puddle, and she took it and ran and threw it in the sea. She ran and she laughed all the way and she said the fishy was very slippery.’


Ava giggled at the memory. I could only look at her, speechless. But then she simply started walking again, skipping a little as she always did.


‘Come on, Mum! We need to get to dance class!’ she called, as if nothing had happened.


All through the dance lesson, as Ava and her friends jumped about in their leotards like little pink ducklings, I mulled over her words. My mind was like a stuck record, playing what she’d said over and over again.


She ran and she laughed all the way and she said the fishy was very slippery . . .


Who was this person Ava was talking about? This woman she called mother?


I was too frightened to ask.


The months that followed were the strangest of my life. On the outside, things went back to normal, just without Toby. But what was going on in Ava’s mind – that was indecipherable.


She never asked for her dad. A couple of days after she’d gone back to school, I cleared out Toby’s belongings and packed them into boxes to bring to his mother – there was no way I’d keep them in the house. I’d put them in a cupboard so that Ava wouldn’t see them, but I’d forgotten something: a favourite jumper of his, a frayed thing he’d had since we’d got together. I walked into the room and I saw Ava holding it in her hands, just looking at it without a word. There was a thoughtfulness to her face – like she was trying to absorb something enormous, something momentous, too big to be grasped or understood.


‘Ava . . .’ I began, thinking that she needed to be comforted. But she let the jumper fall as if it was incandescent and turned to me.


‘I’m going to watch TV now,’ she blurted and ran out of the door.


She didn’t want to talk about it. And so I never brought it up again, all the while worrying that she was bottling up her pain, but not knowing how to tackle the conversation.


Instead, she kept mentioning her other mum and what they did together. She never went into much detail; I didn’t know if it was because that was all she knew, all she remembered – that was how she put it – or if there was so much more going on in her mind, and she chose only to show me the tip of the iceberg.


It kept happening. The weird memories kept coming.


I was giving her a bath, and she told me how she used to have a white and green striped bathrobe. ‘Was this at Granny Hart’s house?’ I asked her.


She shook her head, foam flying from her hair. ‘No. I had it in my other home.’


At breakfast, she mentioned that she used to have a bowl with a rabbit painted on it, and that she ate porridge in it. ‘And no, Granny Hart didn’t give me porridge!’ she pre-empted me. ‘My other mum did!’ At her dance class, she told me she used to dance in black shoes, not pink. And that her mum had put a red ribbon in her hair for the dance show.


She didn’t seem upset or sad when she mentioned these things to me, not for a while. And then, one day, as we were watching TV on the living room sofa, she hid her face in my shoulder.


‘Are you sleepy, darling?’


She shook her head, her face still hidden against me.


‘What’s wrong?’


‘I want to see my mum. My other mum,’ she murmured, and her voice was heavy with tears.


As usual, the mention of this phantom woman, this ghost hovering in our lives, took my breath away. I didn’t know what to say – I just could not bring myself to ask. I could only hold Ava, cradle her soft, sweet-smelling body and stroke her hair, murmuring nonsensical words the way mothers do.


I had no idea what to do. In her short life, every time Ava had been upset or out of sorts, I’d always had a solution. If she had a temperature I’d give her medicine; if she scraped a knee I’d give her cuddles; if she was afraid of something I would hold her tight.


But if she asked me to take her to her mother, what could I do?


All this weighed like a stone in my heart and I desperately needed some advice, but I felt I couldn’t confide in anyone. My own mother, well, she was a non-entity in my life, someone I saw every six months to make sure she had a roof over her head, cook her a meal and do a couple of washes, nothing more. And imagine telling Gillian.


No. I was on my own. I couldn’t tell anyone what was happening. I couldn’t find the words to explain that my daughter had started talking about an imaginary life she had somewhere else – another life, another mother.


But her pleas continued. She kept asking to see her mum, and I was at a loss.


One day, as I collected Ava from school, her teacher asked to have a word with me. I thought she wanted to tell me how Ava was doing in class – I’d told her that Ava’s father had left us and was now in Australia – and I hoped with all my heart that she’d say everything was well, that Ava was coping fine. We left Ava in the office with the secretary and a couple of children whose parents were late, and went to the classroom.


‘Ava is doing a lot better, it seems to me,’ Miss Luther said. She was a tall young woman with dyed blonde hair and trendy black-rimmed glasses.


‘She is, yes. Thanks for looking out for her . . .’


‘You’re very welcome. This kind of thing happens all the time, you know; children with both parents at home are a rarity nowadays, so please don’t think that Ava will feel in any way different from her classmates. I’m not dismissing her distress, of course . . .’


‘No, I understand.’


‘She was tired for a bit after she had that horrible flu,’ she continued. Ava had never had the flu, of course; those were the days she was refusing to speak, so I couldn’t send her to school. ‘She was picking at her food at lunchtime, a bit dreamy during lessons . . . but she soon perked up, and she’s herself again now.’


‘That’s good,’ I said.


Miss Luther pushed her glasses up her nose. She looked pensive, as if she were searching for the right words. The right words to tell me what? Just to update me on how Ava was doing, or was there something else? My hands began prickling, and a subtle wave of anxiety began to work its way up to my chest.


‘You’re probably wondering why I wanted a word with you,’ she said, echoing my thoughts.


I nodded, nerves knotting my stomach.


‘This,’ she said, turning round and picking up something bright yellow from her desk, ‘is Ava’s Busy Book. It’s an exercise book for her to use when she’s finished her work, if she has a free moment. The children use them however they want: write little compositions, draw pictures, cut and paste, anything. Ava’s Busy Book is so pretty. She’s really very talented in art . . .’


‘She is, isn’t she?’ I said, trying to force a smile, my throat dry. Something was coming. ‘I’m sorry, Miss Luther, but what is all this about?’


She smiled. ‘Have a look yourself.’


I opened the yellow book at the first page. A picture of Ava’s fairy wings and wand set she’d received for her birthday, coloured with felt-tip pens. A short piece on how bees make honey, written in her neat, methodical handwriting, decorated with little yellow and brown bees dotted all around and a jar of honey in the corner. The text of a song they’d learnt in school. A series of princesses with different outfits, each with a name – Princess Diamond, Princess Emerald, Princess Moonlight . . . She really had a lovely imagination, I thought with pride.


And then there was a picture of the sea, blue and grey, taking up two whole pages. In the corner, a beach with two figures. One was definitely Ava, with her long black hair in a braid; the other was a tall blonde woman. Nice, I thought. A seascape. I turned the page. Another seascape, this time from a different angle, but the same sea, blue-grey. And the same two figures: a small one with Ava’s black hair, and a tall, blonde one. And another picture – a yellow sun in the upper left corner, and again the two figures on the light brown sand. And another. And another, and another.


There were only two pages left empty in the Busy Book. Ava had filled it all with seascapes, and those little pictures of herself and the mysterious woman.


‘I see,’ I said, my voice shaking.


‘Don’t take this the wrong way, but . . . well, I’ve never seen anything like this. She does two or three of these pictures a day . . . as you can see, the whole book is full of them. We’ve been encouraging her to do something else when she finishes her work, like reading a library book, or doing word searches, but she says she really wants to draw. And look . . .’


Miss Luther stood up and walked across the room; I followed her. She pointed to a colourful display on the wall. The banner over the display said: What makes me happy. There were pictures from the whole class, carefully framed on blue sugar paper, each with the name of the pupil who’d drawn it printed and glued in the far left corner.


A painting of a dog, with the caption My dog Blackie makes me happy – Adeela. A father-and-son scene, playing football surrounded by tall grey buildings: Football with my dad makes me happy – Connor. A games console and two boys playing: My best friend makes me happy – Jonathan . . .


‘And this is Ava’s,’ Miss Luther said, pointing at a picture somewhere in the centre.


Of course.


It was a painting of a calm bright blue sea, a yellow sun in the sky. In the foreground were the same two figures: Ava wearing her favourite dress, a bright red summer one with spaghetti straps and a ra-ra skirt, and a woman dressed in blue. The caption made my knees go weak: Going to the beach with my mum makes me happy.


Except that the woman was not me. It was the woman from the Busy Book pictures, tall and blonde. Definitely not me.


I looked more closely and saw that Ava had drawn a little sign on the beach: Seal.


‘I just wanted to show you because . . . well, she seems sort of obsessed with this scene. It’s a happy scene, as you can see, so I’m not concerned as such . . . I’m not a psychologist, of course, but it just seems a bit strange . . . I mean, a bit unusual’ – of course, ‘strange’ wasn’t exactly a politically correct word – ‘that she’d draw the same thing over and over again.’


‘Yes. I know.’ My mouth was so dry I was struggling to speak. I had no idea what these seascapes were, but I was sure they had something to do with the things she’d been saying since her dad left – about her ‘other life’. About her other mummy.


‘Have you been on holiday at the seaside at some point? Somewhere she really loved? Where she saw a seal, maybe?’ Miss Luther said, pointing at the tiny sign.


I nodded. ‘We’ve been to Tenerife once. But there were no seals,’ I said, my voice artificially calm. I didn’t want Miss Luther to see I was upset, in case she thought there was something actually to worry about, and then Ava would be under scrutiny. I collected myself and continued.


‘She had a great time there. She met a little French girl and they played together for the whole two weeks . . . she had the cutest long blonde hair,’ I said, pointing to the tall, blonde figure in the display. ‘I think she’s remembering a happy time, now that she’s had some upset in her life.’ I smiled a tight smile.


‘But the caption says: Going to the beach with my mum,’ Miss Luther noted.


‘She was there with me, of course. She just forgot to draw me. She only drew her friend . . . Amélie, her name was, I think. Well, if that’s all, thank you for letting me know. I’ll certainly tell her to use her Busy Book more . . . more usefully.’ Use it more usefully? I felt my cheeks grow scarlet. My painted-on calm was falling to pieces. I just wanted to get away and digest what she’d shown me.


‘No problem. And if you have any concerns, please come and speak to me . . .’


‘I don’t have any concerns at all. I mean, she’s fine. We have a great support system.’ We didn’t. We had a child-minder – albeit wonderful – my best friend, who happened to be extremely busy and had two children of her own, and a stepbrother I never saw. More than a lot of people had, but less than a family. A lot less. ‘We’ll be fine. Ava is a happy child . . .’


‘She certainly is.’


‘And very settled . . .’


‘Absolutely.’


‘With a great love of the sea,’ I concluded, my hands clasped together to stop them from shaking.


I sat in the car and cried. The blonde woman was her other mum. The seascape was not Tenerife. We’d never met a little French girl; Amélie was a film I’d seen. And what about the sign that said Seal? Had she invented that too?


I looked at myself in the rear-view mirror. My eyes were red-rimmed and my cheeks looked just a little bit hollow – I’d lost weight. That wasn’t good. I had to keep strong; I had to keep my energy up for Ava.


I had to understand. And I couldn’t carry this burden all on my own any more. I had to speak to someone.


I took out my mobile phone and called Parvati. Parvati and I had been close friends since we’d trained as nurses together, and we worked for the same agency. I wasn’t one for confidences, but if I were to open up to anyone, it would be her.


‘Hi, it’s me . . .’


‘Are you okay? Your voice sounds strange. Have you been crying?’


‘No. I mean yes. Just . . . Things are bit complicated.’


I heard her sighing. ‘Toby.’ Let’s just say Toby wasn’t her favourite person.


‘Not exactly. Well, in a way. Listen, I was wondering if you feel like a curry and a drink after work on Saturday? Come over and I’ll tell you all.’


‘Of course. Ajit can look after the twins.’


‘Thank you.’


‘Any time, Anna. You know that.’


Yes, of course. I knew she was there for me, just like I was there for her. There was no doubt in my mind. What I did feel doubtful about was how I could explain what was happening with Ava, and what she would make of it.


After a long shift at the hospital, Parvati came to my house for a home-made curry and a glass of wine as promised.


‘So. How are things?’ she asked as we settled on the sofa. Ava was in bed, her magic lantern on and Camilla in her arms.


‘You mean, without Toby?’ I said. I wasn’t ready to throw myself into what was really bothering me. I had to find the right words, the right moment.


‘I don’t want to pry, but yes. You sounded really stressed on the phone.’


‘I know what you’re thinking,’ I said, looking down into my glass of Prosecco.


She smiled. ‘You always know what I’m thinking.’


‘True. You’re relieved that Toby is gone.’


‘Absolutely. When you told me, I rejoiced,’ she said, rolling her eyes. ‘I mean, I’m sad for Ava, I know how much she loves him, but . . . yes, I rejoiced for you.’


‘I don’t miss him at all, Parvati, not for a moment. Except when I have to bring the bloody recycling down four flights of stairs.’ I laughed bitterly. ‘That says a lot about how things were between us.’


I pulled up the shoulder of my oversized white cardigan, falling loose on my small frame. Soft music played in the background, turned low so it wouldn’t disturb Ava.


‘But . . .’


‘I knew there was a but. It’s Ava, isn’t it?’ Parvati took a sip of her wine.


I lowered my head. ‘She misses him so much.’


‘I can imagine . . . Ava has always been a daddy’s girl. She must be so upset . . .’


‘She’s devastated,’ I said miserably, and there was a touch of anger in my voice.


‘God, I hate the man even more now. I never liked the way he treated you. Putting you down for every little thing . . .’


I didn’t want to be reminded of it. I didn’t want to talk about it. ‘Yes, well. He did that.’


‘How is she doing now?’ asked Parvati, turning her head briefly towards the corridor. The living room door was ajar, and we could see the blue reflection of the night light in Ava’s room.


‘Okay. She’s sleeping and eating well, and according to her teacher, she’s enjoying school.’


‘So where is this devastation you talk about?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘You told me Ava is devastated. I don’t really see any signs of it. Maybe you are overestimating the effect that her dad leaving has had on her.’


I took another sip of my Prosecco, Dutch courage for the strange things I was about to tell her. ‘There’s something else . . .’ I said, refilling her glass.


‘Right. It’s something big, then. You are seeing someone? You met someone?’ She smiled, her eyes shining in the light of the table lamp.


‘Parvati! No. Bloody. Way. No no no no. Nothing like that . . .’ I closed my cardigan over my collarbone in an unconscious gesture.


Parvati put her hands up. ‘No, of course not. I had forgotten I was talking to Miss Self-Sacrifice. God forbid you should do something for yourself!’


I laughed. ‘Ah, silly. Look . . .’ I rested my glass on the coffee table and walked over to the kitchen. I carefully slipped a picture from under a heart-shaped magnet and handed it to Parvati. She ran a hand through her jet-black hair and studied it.


‘This is lovely. Ava did it, yes? So this is Ava, and the sea . . . those are seagulls, I suppose . . . and seals! So cute. And this is you, holding her hand? But . . . she gave you blonde hair?’


‘That’s not me,’ I said, each word coming slowly, reluctantly out of me.


‘Her teacher?’


‘No . . .’ I might as well get to the point. ‘That’s her other mum.’


‘Her . . . what?’


‘Her other mum.’ Just talking about it made me feel choked. I hoped there would be no tears, tired as I was after the twelve-hour shift, the wine and the weirdness of it all.


‘Okay. You need to explain this to me, because I have no idea what you’re talking about.’ She refilled my glass. ‘Now tell me.’


I studied the dark blue nail polish on my toes as I sat back on the IKEA sofa, my legs crossed, looking for the right words.


‘This is the thing. When Toby left, Ava stopped . . . functioning for a little while. She wasn’t eating, sleeping, talking . . . nothing. It lasted three days.’


‘Oh . . . I remember you saying that she had a touch of the flu. You took a few days off . . .’


‘Yes. That’s what I said, because I didn’t know how to explain the whole thing, the way she was like a living doll. It was a nightmare.’


‘Oh Anna! You must have been terrified . . . You should have told me.’


I shrugged. ‘Then she got better, just like that. She woke up from a vivid dream and she started talking again. Everything went back to normal . . . except the first thing she said was “Where’s my mum?” And I was right there, Parvati, right in front of her.’


‘Oh Anna,’ she repeated. Her eyes were wide. ‘Maybe it was dark, maybe she couldn’t see you . . . maybe she hadn’t woken up fully . . .’


I shook my head. ‘No. She was awake, and she could see me fine.’ I took a breath. ‘And there’s more.’


She pushed me gently away to look at my face. ‘Tell me.’


‘Ava’s teacher called me in. The picture I showed you . . . she’d done dozens of them. All showing the same scene – the sea and this woman.’


Parvati raised her eyebrows. ‘Dozens?’


I nodded. ‘I don’t know what’s happening to my daughter.’


‘It’s the shock of her father leaving, that’s all. A phase. She’ll grow out of it.’


‘Yes. Yes. Of course she’ll grow out of it,’ I said and took another sip of wine. There was a little silence. ‘Do you think . . . do you think I should take her to a doctor?’


‘Well, I was going to say. Maybe a child psychologist could help. I know my friend took her daughter to one a while ago. A Dr Craig . . . she said he was great. I can get his number for you if you want.’


I nodded wearily. ‘Yes. Yes, maybe that will help. Oh God. I’m so mad at myself.’


Parvati frowned. ‘What have you done wrong?’


‘I didn’t protect her,’ I said sadly.


‘We can’t protect our children from life. And that’s from someone who still hasn’t removed the bed guard from her sons’ beds, and they are seven . . .’


I laughed despite my tears.


‘But it’ll all sort itself out, with time, love and some more wine.’


‘Just as well I’m off tomorrow,’ I said, letting Parvati fill my glass again.


I arranged an appointment with Dr Craig, with more than a few misgivings. The following week, we were sitting in a softly lit waiting room at the private clinic. Ava was chirpy and unconcerned, playing with the toys scattered all around. I was a bundle of nerves.


‘Ava Hart?’ the receptionist called, and my heart started pounding. Silently I took Ava by the hand and we made our way into the doctor’s office.


Dr Craig was a tall, imposing man with huge eyebrows and gentle eyes. He sat behind his dark-wood desk like a kindly king on his throne. I relaxed a little as he smiled at us, a smile that looked honest, like he really cared. I had already explained to him on the phone the crux of the matter, so he knew what to expect as he began chatting to Ava.


‘Your mum tells me you make beautiful pictures. That you love drawing the sea.’


Ava nodded.


‘You love drawing one place in particular, don’t you?’


‘Yes.’


‘Right. And where is this place?’


Ava shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I don’t live there any more.’


‘But you used to?’


‘Yes. I remember when I used to live there . . .’ A shadow passed across her little face. I was alarmed. I didn’t want her to get upset. My eyes went from her to Dr Craig and back.


‘What do you remember?’


‘The sea. And my mum,’ she said in a small, vulnerable voice. She turned to look at me, and her eyes were so sad all of a sudden.


‘So your mum lived with you in this place called Seal?’


‘Yes. Not this mum. My other one.’


My stomach knotted up even more.


‘Oh, I see,’ the doctor said easily, like it was all perfectly normal.


Ava nodded. ‘I miss my other mum,’ she said, and again she turned to me, as if to silently apologise for this little betrayal. Also, I thought I read a silent plea in her eyes – to stop these questions that were upsetting her.


‘Ava, your mum . . . this mum here . . .’ Dr Craig said, perfectly serious, ‘told me that something happened in your life recently. Something about your dad.’


Ava nodded again. I wanted to intervene, to stop this stranger from taking her back there, to the day her dad packed his bag in front of her and said goodbye. But I pressed my lips together and forced myself to be quiet.


‘Your dad decided to go and live somewhere else, didn’t he?’


Another nod.


‘And how does that make you feel?’


My heart sank as I saw my daughter forced to face what had happened. I tried to tell myself that it was good that such strong emotions should be acknowledged and not just buried deep; that Dr Craig knew what he was doing; but inside I was crying for her.


‘It makes me feel really sad.’


‘And you want to be happy again?’


‘Yes. But my dad isn’t coming back. He said so.’


‘Right. Ava, you said you had a mum there. Did you have a dad too?’


‘Yes, but I can’t remember him very well.’


‘And you all lived together, in the same house?’


‘I think so. There was the sea all around. I really, really want to go back . . .’ I could see a wave of emotion running through her little body, and all of a sudden I just couldn’t take it any more. I couldn’t bear to see her upset.


‘Doctor . . .’ I murmured, and wrapped a sheltering arm around my daughter’s shoulders. He raised his hand slightly, as if telling me to hold on.


‘Did you like that? Did you like that you were living together in a place near the sea?’


‘Yes. I want to go back there.’


‘Doctor, maybe it’s enough for today,’ I said, more decisively now.


‘Ava, I’ll tell you what. Why don’t you go and play with our toys while me and your mum have a little chat?’ He nodded towards me and I took Ava by the hand, leading her outside to the waiting room.


‘Are you okay, sweetheart?’


She didn’t reply.


‘Ava . . .’


She took a little breath, and looked at me. Her face was composed again. ‘Yes. I’m okay. The man understands.’


‘What does he understand?’


‘That I used to live there and I want to go back.’


‘Yes. Yes, he understands,’ I murmured, wondering how on earth I was going to unravel all that was happening. ‘Why don’t you play here for a bit? I’m just going to go and have a little chat with him now.’


‘Okay, Mummy,’ she said, and I exchanged a glance with the secretary, who nodded imperceptibly, as if to say that she would keep an eye on her.


I went back inside and sat down, holding my breath as I waited for Dr Craig to speak.


‘Our chat was brief today; I didn’t want Ava to feel overwhelmed in our first session.’ He didn’t? All that questioning, albeit in a gentle tone, had felt pretty overwhelming to me. ‘I need some time to try and unravel her . . . recollections, so to speak.’


‘But what do you think?’ I interrupted. ‘Sorry,’ I said, feeling my colour rise. ‘It’s just that . . . Well, it’s been difficult. And I don’t know what to think.’


‘It’s early to say, but at this stage my feeling is that Ava has been greatly affected by her father leaving, and because of this she’s building an imaginary life for herself in which both mum and dad live at home. It’s a sort of escape from the stress in her life, a way to imagine that everything is back to normal. A way to sort in her mind what she can’t sort in her life.’


‘Right.’ A moment of silence, then I shook my head, my hands clutching the armrests of the chair. ‘It’s my fault.’


‘Mrs Ford . . .’


‘Miss Ford,’ I said softly. It was important for me to acknowledge that Toby and I were not married. I didn’t want to feel tied to him, not any more than having a child together made me.


‘Miss Ford, mothers always feel guilty about something, whatever happens. Children come to me with a million different issues, some big and some small, and mothers always say it’s my fault. Ninety-nine per cent of the time, it isn’t.’


‘I’m the one per cent,’ I said, and to my shame, I felt my eyes well up with tears. I had cried so much since the whole other mum thing had begun. Dr Craig passed me a tissue from a Barbie box. He also had a Spiderman one. I thought of the children who had cried in that room and needed a tissue from the colourful boxes.


‘I beg to differ,’ he said gently. ‘Traumatising events will happen in all our lives, whether we are grown-ups or children. All we can do is learn to get through them. Stand strong so that the waves don’t sweep us away.’


Apt metaphor, I thought, considering that Ava kept talking about the sea.


‘I don’t know how to be a mother. I never had a mother of my own.’


Dr Craig looked at me seriously. Then he turned a framed photograph on his desk towards me.


‘This is my son. His name is Max. When he was born, thirteen years ago now, I went into a complete panic.’ I gave a little laugh, drying my tears with my fingers. ‘Honestly,’ he continued, ‘I had no idea how to be a father, I felt completely overwhelmed by the responsibility. And I am a child psychologist.’ I laughed again, and he joined me. He had managed to lighten the mood a little. ‘Nobody knows how to be a parent really. We all muddle through. If you had a hard childhood, maybe that makes you even more careful, even more aware. Though it’s not my place to pass judgement on you either way, let me tell you: it’s plain to see that you are a wonderful mother; the bond between you is palpable. And Ava will be fine, with time and a little help.’


His words gave me some solace, but the disquiet would not go away so easily. ‘Thank you. It’s just . . .’ A pause. I bet he was used to listening to the parents as much as the children. ‘It’s just that it’s been so hard, by myself. Her father was hardly ever there. Even when he was there, if you know what I mean. Actually, when he was, it was worse. It was chaos.’


‘I hear this kind of thing all the time. It’s very, very hard to parent alone,’ he said.


‘Dr Craig, why is Ava making up this whole thing? About having another mother?’


‘I don’t think it has anything to do with wanting another mother. She’s just fabricating an alternative scenario in her mind, an ideal life where she lives exactly where she wants, and her mum and dad are together. She’s myth-building.’


Myth-building. Okay.


‘This whole sea obsession. We’ve only been on holiday to the seaside once, in Spain. I didn’t think it would have impressed her so much. And anyway, it wasn’t like the place Ava describes. You know, the wind, the seals, the high waves . . .’


‘Maybe she’s seen a film or read a book, and reworked it in her mind? Used it as a scenario for her fantasy world?’


‘It could be . . .’ Yes. She always watched Katie Morag on CBeebies – a colourful programme set on a Scottish island. Maybe that was where it all started from. Or a book they’d read in school.


‘But what should I do? When she talks about this imaginary life . . . what should I say?’


‘Listen to her. Don’t dismiss her fantasies, but gently remind her of the here and now. If you wish to bring her back to me, Ava and I can have a chat every couple of weeks and see how things are going.’


‘Okay. Okay.’ I tried to fill my lungs with air, but it didn’t really work.


‘Actually, I’m going to give you some homework,’ Dr Craig said with a smile. I nodded. ‘Ask her about this dream of hers. Show that you want to know, that you are interested. Try not to convey any fear or distress you have about it . . . show her you want to be part of it.’


‘All right. I’ll do that. I . . .’ My voice trailed away. It was hard to find the words.


The doctor raised his eyebrows, waiting, giving me time to think. I looked down.


‘I wanted to give her all that. A proper family. But it just didn’t work out.’ I felt my eyes welling up again.


‘We want nothing but perfection for our children. We want to protect them from everything, to keep them safe. But life gets in the way. Life can never be perfect. It can only be as good as we make it.’


‘I suppose so.’


‘Miss Ford, would you like to know what I think?’


I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.


‘I think that Ava is a much-loved child, and like I said, you are a loving, committed parent. She’ll be fine. And so will you.’


Maybe I should have felt patronised. But the kindness in Dr Craig’s voice, his warm eyes, the way he had shown me the picture of his son, made me feel better for a moment. There was someone in my corner, someone who knew what was going on. I had to trust him.


Ava was myth-building, he’d said. It was all a fabrication, and it was all going to be fine.


I desperately wanted to believe him. But my deepest instinct told me that something had happened during that period when Ava wasn’t talking – something had happened to her mind. And I had no idea what it was.
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Heart of home


Anna


I crawled to the Friday until I finally had two days off in a row. My plan was to give Ava a proper day out, complete with shopping and play park. Some time for the two of us alone.


It was a lovely early-summer day, one of those days when London feels like the south of France – warm, sunny, the sky as blue as forget-me-nots. Ava’s dark hair shone in the sunlight, and she looked so pretty in her denim pinafore, short-sleeved red T-shirt and red tights. She loved red, and most of her outfits included a bit of it, even if just a touch.


We scoured the shops in Oxford Street and collected treasures: a mini diary with a pen, a tiny box with three lip glosses in it, a hair band decorated with a small fabric flower. We laughed and giggled like girlfriends, all our cares, big and small, forgotten. It was wonderful. She didn’t mention her other life at all as we explored the shops and walked the crowded streets, both excited in the buzz of this busy city.


After a few hours, though, we began to get tired. There were so many people, and everyone seemed in a rush. I held Ava’s hand, worried she might get lost in the crowd. Red buses passed by and deafened us for a few moments, bikes whizzed past; every few minutes we had to step aside so as not to bump into a fellow shopper, or a tourist, or a Londoner on the way back from work. All of a sudden, it was too much, and we both felt it.


It was time to head to our favourite play area, tucked away in the depths of a quiet park not too far from our flat, and – unbelievably for such a populated area of the world – little used. Laden with bags, we walked through the iron gates and stepped into the soft, enveloping green. In this island of trees and grass, the din of the city seemed far away – the noise of distant traffic, filtered by the trees, sounded a little like the sea ebbing and flowing.


We stopped at an ice cream van, and then sat on a bench overlooking the play park in quiet companionship. We were finishing our ice creams – decadent things with hundreds and thousands and a chocolate Flake – when a little girl about Ava’s age skipped up to us. Her bunches had come undone, sitting askew on the sides of her head, and her cheeks were flushed in the heat of the day.


‘Want to play tag?’ she asked Ava, bouncing up and down like she was unwilling to stop even for a minute. On the bench next to us, a woman – probably the girl’s mother – was surveying the scene with a smile on her face. Ava looked at me; I gave her an encouraging nod, so she finished the last of her ice cream as fast as she could and scampered off with her new friend.


I sat in the warm air, relaxing after the busyness of the shops, and watched Ava playing with the little girl. A few other children had gathered around them, laughing, climbing up the slides and frames and occasionally bursting into cartwheels.


After a while, I saw Ava stop and stand still, like the quiet in the eye of the hurricane, with the other children whirling around her.


She stood with her head bowed.


I sat up; I knew what was coming. I had developed a sense for when she was about to speak of her other life. Even if she did so calmly, matter-of-factly, something descended on her at those moments, something alien that didn’t belong to her, or to me. And so I knew what was ahead as she walked slowly towards the bench, leaving behind the children she’d been playing with, and sat beside me. She was quiet for a moment.


‘Are you not playing any more?’ I asked, nerves churning my stomach.


She shrugged her shoulders.


‘Are you tired?’ I pressed.


And then it came.


‘My other mum always took me to the play park near the school. I could see the sea, right there,’ she said, pointing at the trees at the edge of the park. Above them I could see a pale blue sky and the outline of the highest buildings beyond.


I froze.


Her other mum took her to the play park.


Somewhere near the sea.


She could see it as she played.


She’d often said things along these lines, but for some reason, at that moment I just couldn’t take it. My eyes filled up and I scrunched the dirty paper towels I still had in my hands after our ice creams. It had been such a lovely day. Why, why did she have to mention somewhere else, someone else?


‘I am your mum, Ava!’ I said, fighting to keep the tears from falling. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the woman at the next bench lifting her head suddenly. I immediately felt guilty. I didn’t want to upset Ava – things were confusing enough for her without me losing my temper – but I was overwhelmed. ‘I’m your mum!’ I repeated desperately, helplessly.


Ava took my hand. There was something wise, something timeless in that gesture. Her blue eyes fixed on mine, and they weren’t an innocent little girl’s eyes any more; now they hid a secret. A secret too big for my daughter’s little heart to contain, for her young brain to wrap itself around.


‘I have two mums,’ she said calmly, as if it was the most natural thing in the world.


My heart sank and I sat back on the bench, every part of my body drained of strength. All around us were the happy cries of children. Birds chirping, strollers chatting, and in the distance, the sound of the London traffic. The sound that I’d just thought was very much like the sea.


My daughter was all I had. All I had in the world, my only family, the only person who truly, truly loved me like my mother never had. I couldn’t lose her. I couldn’t share her.


I couldn’t.


It was time to ask. I couldn’t deny what was happening any more – I couldn’t pretend it wasn’t happening. I had simply run out of the energy to do that.


I took a breath and steeled myself. ‘Where is she, Ava? Where is your other mum?’


Ava looked up towards the tops of the trees. Her little legs were kicking the air. ‘Seal.’


‘Seal?’ I repeated. And then I remembered the sign on the picture she’d drawn in school. I knelt down in front of her, the grass damp under my knees. I took her by the shoulders and locked my eyes with hers again. ‘Where is Seal?’ I asked.


‘I don’t know.’


‘Ava, listen. Who is your other mother?’


‘I don’t know. I can’t remember!’ She was becoming distressed. I could see she was about to cry, but what could I do?


‘You can remember her . . . You talk about her.’


‘I can’t remember her name! I don’t know what she looks like . . .’ The deep frown on her forehead told me she was going to dissolve into tears any second.


‘It’s okay. It’s okay, my love . . .’


‘She speaks to me.’


‘Who? Who speaks to you? Your other mum?’


‘No . . . I don’t know who it is. She tells me things. Not all the time, just sometimes. I can hear her . . . Please, Mummy, I don’t want to talk any more . . .’


I held her tight, my heart cold and heavy. ‘You can go and play, darling. Everything is fine. Everything is just fine,’ I whispered in her ear.


She pushed back from me and gazed at me. A change had come over her face, as though a cloud had lifted, as though she was back here, back with me. She took my face in her hands and smoothed my hair down, the way she often did. Then off she ran to her new friend, back to their games, leaving me breathless and charged, like a cat before a storm. I sat back on the bench, my hands trembling. My question hung unanswered in the chilly air, as the afternoon turned into early evening and a cold breeze began to blow.


We made our way home in silence, Ava holding her little treasures, tired and lost in thought. I kept her hand in mine all the way, never letting go, not even for a moment.


Ava was my daughter.


She only had one mother.


Ava was mine.


That night I sat at my computer in my pyjamas, my hair held up with a clip. Ava was sleeping already, exhausted after our long day out. I was tired too, and emotionally drained after the mini meltdown I’d had in the play park; but a million questions were surging inside me, and I couldn’t quite relax.


She speaks to me, Ava had said.


There was a voice in her mind.


I didn’t even know where to begin to unravel this.


I felt in my bones that things were coming to a head, that Ava’s memories, or whatever they were, were more and more in the forefront of her mind. I knew that if I wanted to help her, I needed to find out more. I had to start from the little I knew to discover whether this place Ava talked about existed, or if it was just a product of her imagination, like Dr Craig had said.


Seal.


My fingers lingered on the keyboard, eager and still at the same time, unwilling to type the word into the Google box. I was afraid of what I would find. Maybe I hoped to come across some book or TV programme about a place by the sea where a little girl lived happily; something that Ava might have read at nursery or seen on TV while I was at work, like the Katie Morag series she loved. That way I could fully believe that she was making it all up to comfort herself.


Because what I didn’t want to admit, even to myself, was that I didn’t know any more. I didn’t know that it was all fantasy. There was something in the confidence and surety she showed when she spoke about this other life that brought shivers down my spine. Something in the way she looked, in the sound of her voice when she told me about the sea, about her other mother, about her other life.


Something that made me doubt my own mind.


Letter by letter, I entered Seal into the search box. My heart was pounding. I took a deep breath, ready to press Enter . . . and then I hesitated. I clasped my hand over my mouth, the light of the computer shining on my face. I brought both my knees up onto the chair and curled into myself, looking out of the window at the lights of London shining in the darkness.


I couldn’t help being scared.


And yet what could be worse than what we were already experiencing? Ava’s recollections were not stopping; if anything, they were getting worse. I had to know, in spite of my fears; I had to find out what was going on.


My finger hovered over the keyboard for another moment, and then, finally, I pressed Enter.


I blinked as the screen changed: 694,000,000 results. A sigh came from the depths of me. What Ava was looking for was somewhere in there. Somewhere in there was the first step towards the answers I was seeking.


I needed a cup of tea. I got up to put the kettle on, and as I did, I saw out of the corner of my eye that the screen was flickering. My gaze went to the window – was there a storm brewing out there? But the night sky was clear. Maybe there was a problem with the connection.


I finished making my tea and went back to sit at the computer. Another page had opened – so that was what the flickering was. Maybe I had clicked on a link without noticing. I began to read.


It was the website of a place called Seal, a tiny island off the west coast of Scotland, in the Hebrides archipelago. I gazed at the map for a while, unable to take my eyes off it. Seal was so small, and surrounded by bigger islands. Like a baby island among grown-up ones. The photographs showed a place of amazing beauty, with a sea that seemed to be a different colour in nearly every picture – green and aqua, like some Maldivian beach; then huge and grey and stormy like you would expect from a northern shore. White beaches dotted with seabirds were side by side with flowery meadows, and deer played in the fields. The houses were whitewashed, with dark roofs and brightly coloured doors. On the main street, the buildings were painted in vivid colours, like a rainbow against the dark hills behind and the blue of the sea in front. There was a picture of a red sandstone stately home – Kilpatrick House, according to the caption – and a bridge covered in purple flowers; foxgloves, I thought. It joined two bits of land separated by a deep fjord, and it boasted that it was the only bridge ‘over the Atlantic’. And then there were endless photographs of seals with gem-like black eyes, and golden eagles, and birds I didn’t know the names of. It seemed like a paradise, touched only lightly, gently by human hand, not distorted and destroyed by covering every inch in concrete and leaving only man-made parks, like oases in a desert.


Was this the place Ava was talking about?


Was this the place she had portrayed in her Busy Book, over and over again?


I thought of my grandmother, Leah. I knew little about her, as she’d died when I was three and my mum had done nothing to keep her memory alive; nor were there any photographs or paperwork, nothing that could tell me more about her – and about myself. But I did know she came from a Scottish island too. I wondered where . . . I wondered if it was anywhere near Seal. I had so few memories of her – mainly the way that she was always humming a tune, always. When I thought of her, I thought of music. My grandmother was a reminiscence of love and calm and nurturing, a short-lasting haven before the barren, chaotic years with my mother.


But Leah was long gone, and I was an adult with a daughter of my own; and here I was, sitting in a little flat on the outskirts of a city of millions of people, looking at photographs of sea and sky. They followed one another, so real, so alive that I forgot where I was. If Ava had somehow come across Seal, however it had happened, I wasn’t surprised she was dreaming of it. Every image spoke of wind and freedom and sea and peace.


I loved London, my birthplace and my home, but in the last few years it had so often felt suffocating. And lonely, with thousands, millions of people, strangers to each other and to me, living crowded in the same city. Sometimes, on the Tube especially, I felt invisible. Like I wasn’t really there, like none of us was – because nobody could see each other.


I carried on reading the website. My tea had gone cold, but I didn’t want to have to interrupt my search to make myself another cup; I was riveted by what I saw, by what I read. There were details of island life, as intimate as you would expect from somewhere so tiny – Seal only had two settlements, two villages with poetic names: Roan, the main harbour, and Ollaberry, a smattering of houses right on the sea. They were at opposite ends of the island, but the whole place was so small, I imagined them to be quite close. How do people live in a village that size? I asked myself – born and bred in the city, I didn’t know any different. The website said that there were 978 souls living on the island. London was a few thousand times bigger than tiny Seal. I thought that maybe in a place like that, it would be impossible to feel alone.


Reading the island website was like reading a novel. A local committee was being created to repaint the benches around the pier, and a fund-raising event would take place in the community centre; home-baking donations were welcome. The local policeman was concerned with incidents of poaching and gave his own mobile number if the public had anything to report; I tried to imagine policemen giving their mobile numbers out in London, and failed. The ladies from some association called Women’s Tapestry were meeting to decide how to decorate Roan and Ollaberry for Christmas using recycled materials. A local boy had won a silver medal in a music competition called the Mod – I didn’t know what that was, but the pictures were adorable, with the boys and girls in kilts or tartan skirts.


The postmistress in Ollaberry was retiring after forty-one years of service; a band called Sweet Recollections was going to play at her ‘do’. A picture of the band showed four young people, three with fiddles and one with a guitar, and there was a caption: Mhairi, Charlie and Lesley Grant, with Ollaberry guitarist Ali Reid. I smiled, thinking of the three members of the same family and their fiddles, playing a kind of music I had never heard before. A brief list of deaths, a list of births and baptisms; Father Chris McGee had officiated, and a Father Stefano had visited the island parish from Rome. The news went on, and it felt like truly being there – like knowing what was happening in those people’s lives, in their streets, in their shops, in their living rooms.


After a while, a shiver went down my spine – the cold of the night had brought me back to myself. It was past midnight; time had flown. I wrapped the cardigan I had left on the back of the chair around my shoulders and got up to make myself a fresh cup of tea. The spell I’d felt while reading the Seal website had been broken, and I was back to reality. There was no point in falling in love with this island. I didn’t even know if it was the place Ava was talking about and portraying in her drawings, as much as the name and the description fitted her words and her pictures. Was this the place she had seen somewhere, or heard of, and was now creating a whole world of her own around?


But how on earth would she have come across Seal? I wondered as I waited for the kettle to boil. What had clicked in her mind to make her weave such a web of dreams and imaginings with the island at its centre?


My mind went back once more to what she’d said – that someone was speaking to her in her mind.


I had no answers to all these questions, and my eyes were closing. I switched the computer off and sat at the window for a long time, warming my hands around the cup and gazing at the orange-lit sky and the outlines of the buildings – a forest of concrete where a million strangers lived. As soon as I closed my eyes, the flickering of the computer screen came back to me; the way the Seal website seemed to have decided to show itself to me. Or maybe someone had found it for me, I thought sleepily.


The thought chilled me all of a sudden. It was ridiculous, completely ridiculous – but I got up and switched the light on, and that was how I fell asleep, the bright light in my eyes, to banish all secrets and all mysteries.


After that, the days followed one another like nothing had happened.


I didn’t look at the island website again, but I thought about it all the time, in spite of my efforts to block it from my mind. Ava wasn’t mentioning Seal or drawing seascapes any more, and I was crossing my fingers, hoping that maybe it was over – that this strange phase was finished and we would settle back into our old life. Or our new life, to be more precise – one without Toby.


I let myself believe that this wasn’t a fragile truce – that Ava’s weird island dream really was over. But part of me kept watching, and waiting. Part of me kept seeing that faraway look in her eyes, though she wasn’t saying anything. During the silences, so unusual for a girl who usually chatted like a little bird, I would look at her face, observing her while trying hard to make sure she didn’t notice, so she wouldn’t feel scrutinised. Her round, smooth cheeks; the shadow of her eyelashes as she sat at the table reading a comic; the waves in her hair when I dried it after her bath; her tiny fingers on the remote control as she watched Frozen yet again; the way she jumped and skipped all the way to school, her Hello Kitty bag bouncing on her back, her red coat bright among a sea of blue uniform jackets as she ran in through the school gates – and all the time I kept wondering what was going through her mind.


And then one day I went to collect her from school before my shift at the hospital. As she stepped out of the gates, I noticed that she looked a bit dazed, and that she had that remote look in her eyes, like she truly was seeing something far in the distance, beyond the reality around her. I felt the hair on the back of my neck rise.


We went through our usual routine – snack, homework, TV – but I could feel that something was off. I was tense, waiting for her to say something about her other life again. I wished I didn’t have to go to work that night and leave her.


I was sitting on her bed in my work uniform, waiting for Sharon to arrive and reading her a bedtime story about a fairy taking a voyage across the ocean on a walnut shell – I felt like I was doing just that myself, sailing away across the ocean – when suddenly, unexpectedly, Ava burst into tears.


‘Oh baby, what’s wrong? Why are you crying?’


‘Because I remembered.’


There. What I’d been waiting for all day, since I’d collected her from school, had finally come.


‘What did you remember?’ I asked in a small voice, bracing myself for her answer. She dried her eyes with the palm of her hand.


‘The fishing boats. I liked looking at them. I miss them.’


An image came back to me, a photograph I’d seen on the Seal website: a row of fishing boats, painted in different colours, against an orange sunset sky.


My daughter missed them.


‘Mum?’


‘Yes, my love,’ I said, trying to keep my voice steady.


‘I remember things I have never seen.’


‘Ava . . .’


‘She keeps asking me.’


‘Who? Who keeps asking you? What are they asking?’


‘Please take me home.’


I was horrified to see her eyes filling with tears again, and her face crumpling in renewed upset. She threw herself into my arms, and sobs began to rack her little body.


‘Where is home, darling?’ I said, so choked I could barely speak.


‘Seal.’ Her voice was muffled in my shoulders, her hair soft against my cheek.


Seal. Of course. Of course.


‘I want to go home, Mummy.’


‘Yes. I’ll take you home. Don’t worry about a thing. Mummy will sort it all out for you.’


That was it. I was at the end of my tether with Ava’s sadness and upset. I was weary of seeing her becoming more and more distressed as these strange memories gathered inside her. I had to do something, something more than clicking wistfully through a website, unwilling to take a risk and jump into the unknown.


At the end of my twelve-hour shift, I sat in the staffroom with my phone and a cup of strong coffee. The soft sound of white clogs on linoleum and my colleagues chatting over tea was my soundtrack as I went on to Travel Zone and, without giving it a second thought – there was no more time for hesitation and-soul searching – booked the flight, the train, the ferry and one of the three bed and breakfasts on Seal. I had quite a bit of holiday I hadn’t taken, and anyway, this was an emergency. I was sure that my boss, Ibiwami, would sign my leave – I would find her before going home and speak to her. It was the worst time to take a holiday, in my first year as a qualified nurse, but it had to be done.


I would take Ava to Seal. I would take her home, like she’d implored me to.


We’d find out whether all she said, all she drew and dreamt about was a fantasy – whether Dr Craig was right or whether . . .


My mind could not formulate an alternative. There was no alternative. Not one that my head could wrap around.


But I was sure there was nothing to worry about; that we’d see the place and Ava would somehow put her fantasy in context and grow out of it bit by bit.


Yes, I was sure it was the right thing to do.


Nearly sure.


I went to collect Ava from school. I couldn’t wait to tell her about our journey, but I struggled to restrain myself until we were home. We were barely in the door when I knelt in front of her and took her by the shoulders.


‘Listen, my love. I’ve made a decision. I’m taking you to Seal.’


Ava stood with her jacket still on, her backpack on her shoulders, and looked at me in silence. Then her expression turned to something between overjoyed and disbelieving.


‘You are?’ Her eyes were as wide as little saucers and a pink flush had risen on her cheeks.


‘Yes. We’re taking a plane and a boat and I’m taking you there.’ I fought against the tears that were pressing behind my eyes.


‘To Seal?’ she whispered.


‘Yes. So you can see all the places you told me about . . .’ Before I could finish, Ava threw herself into my arms and I held her tight, breathing in her fresh little-girl scent, the strawberry shampoo aroma of her hair.


‘Thank you, Mummy,’ she said, her words muffled in my shoulder. She pulled away from me gently and looked into my eyes. She was beaming, a big smile lighting her face up like a little sun.


‘It’ll be a nice holiday for us, won’t it?’ I said, stroking her hair. ‘You know, maybe we’ll be able to see dolphins . . .’


‘Yes! I’m sure we will. Sometimes I could see them from the beach, and even from my window!’


I swallowed. ‘Could you, darling?’


She nodded and began to take her backpack off her shoulders. ‘When are we going? Now? I need to pack!’ That was Ava, methodical and organised as ever.


I laughed. ‘No, not now! On Thursday, the day after school finishes. Yes, we need to start getting ready, don’t we?’


‘I’ll get my ladybird trolley!’ she said, and ran to her room without even taking her coat off, her school bag abandoned on the hall floor.


I was left standing at the front door, my daughter’s words playing in my mind.


Sometimes, from the beach, she could see dolphins.


My night shifts were over for the week; finally I could spend the night at home. I lay awake for a long time, watching the orange-tinged darkness through a gap in the curtains. Sleep would not come. When I couldn’t take the insomnia any more, I gathered up my duvet and pillow and went to sleep on Ava’s floor. Her ladybird-shaped trolley sat beside her bed, full of travelling essentials: Camilla, her favourite red dress, and a book of bedtime stories. I lay on the rug, cocooned in my duvet, and closed my eyes, listening to her soft breathing and imagining her little beating heart close to mine.


Four days to go, and we’d be off to Seal. Off to the unknown.


When I woke up the next morning, I had a vague image in my mind, a hazy, gossamer-thin dream that had left a sensation more than a full recollection: my granny Leah, sitting in her favourite high-backed armchair, softly singing a song with words I couldn’t make out. Sweet, flowing words, and a tune like a long-lost memory.
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Star of the sea


Sorren


I stood in front of my restaurant, Star of the Sea, beside the low stone wall that separated land from sea, salty wind in my hair, on my skin, breathing in the sea with the moisture-laden air. A soft drizzle was falling, and judging from the black clouds above me, it would soon turn into a downpour. And it’d do so suddenly, like so often happened in this corner of the world. Today was the day I thought about just that – about how quickly a blue sky could turn grey and then black, and a life that was once sunny could become a study in grey.


Today was the day I thought about her.


The wind rose and made the boats sway and dance on the waves, straining against their ties; the sea was now steely grey under an even steelier sky. I couldn’t wait to go out on the water, and I would, as soon as I finished service at the restaurant. I spent more time on the sea than on dry land, and I liked it that way. Especially today, when it was the only place I could find peace.


It was the tenth of July. If you tried to Google it, you’d probably find out that someone famous was born today, and someone even more famous died. Maybe something very, very important was invented on this date; a new advance in science or technology . . . maybe someone painted a picture that went down in history, or a new land was discovered.


For me, the tenth of July meant one thing only: my sister’s birthday.


‘That’s not how we get a Michelin star, having a break just before service,’ Fraser said brightly, shaking me out of my sad thoughts. He was carrying a crate of breaded haddock, ready to be delivered to the school.


‘Join me for coffee? We have time,’ I said.


He shrugged. ‘You’re the boss.’


That wasn’t strictly accurate. Fraser didn’t have a boss – he really wasn’t the type. His main occupation was working as an outdoors-living instructor; he travelled all over Britain to give his courses. He’d written a couple of books, and he’d even filmed a survival programme for the BBC, which had made him a bit of a local celebrity.


We went inside – from the windows in the kitchen I could still see the sea, like a living picture that changed every moment – and I stood at the coffee machine. ‘Espresso, yes?’


‘Yes. You having a cappuccino?’


‘Mmm.’


I could see he was in the mood for baiting me, which was often. ‘Real men don’t drink cappuccinos.’


‘This man does.’


‘I rest my case.’


‘Do you not have something you should be doing, Fraser?’


‘Oh yes, lots. And I also need to prep for this weekend’s foraging course . . .’


‘A useful skill for when the Co-op is closed.’


‘Very funny. Maybe you could stop reading Deep Outer Space or whatever and come and help me,’ he said, crossing his arms. I had one of my astronomy books with me. That was my passion – stargazing. I did it almost every clear night, with my telescope.


‘Sooner or later I’ll fire you,’ I said, pretending to be annoyed but actually enjoying our morning spat.


‘You can’t, you never hired me in the first place. Also, you wouldn’t last five minutes without me,’ he said as he disappeared into the cold room, giving me a pat on the back in passing.


Fraser was my favourite sparring partner. We kept each other sane. We’d known each other for five years now, since he’d moved to the island from Edinburgh, leaving behind a life I didn’t know much about, despite my efforts to discover more about him. All I knew was that he’d had a great career as a sort of Scottish Bear Grylls, but all of a sudden had decided to make a clean break with his old life and move away, somewhere he could start again. Seal works like that for a lot of people, actually. They come here to leave something behind, to find peace by living somewhere poor in people and rich in nature, somewhere at the edge of everything. But not many remain. You might come to Seal, but it’s Seal that chooses you as hers, or sends you back wherever you came from.


In the summer, when most people visit, they find themselves under the spell of sunshine and clear green-blue waters to rival a Caribbean beach; the lovely white cottages, the hospitality of our people, the music and the whisky – all the ingredients of the magic recipe that is Seal. The island wins them over. Then winter comes, and the days when we are cut off from the ferry service because the sea is too rough, when mist covers the island like a white blanket; the power cuts, the gales, the storms, the afternoons when it gets dark at four. The silence. The first winter – that is when most of the new residents of Seal decide to go back, selling up the pottery business or the organic deli they opened in a fit of enthusiasm, embracing with relief the return to the shopping centres and the cinemas and the people-ridden streets of the cities.


The few who remain are the ones who truly love Seal. The island has seeped into their blood, with its challenges and its infinite beauty, and they become islanders not by birth, like me, but by choice. And whatever you give to Seal, you get back a million-fold.


I would not live anywhere else.


But the woman I loved would not live here.


So I had to choose between her and Seal; and my island won.


The memory was painful, like the brush of nettles against my hand; better not to think about it. I finished my cappuccino quickly, and began preparing for service. I heard the van starting – Fraser was on his way to deliver lunch to Seal primary school, like we did every day.


The kitchen door opened – to be more precise, it was wrenched open and nearly slammed against the opposite wall – and my Ukrainian waitress, Tatiana, made her entrance.


‘Hi, Sorren! Lovely day, eh?’ Tatiana had learnt English here on Seal, and she spoke like a local, with the tiniest foreign inflection. She looked like a model, tall and slender, with the lightest blue eyes; she also lifted the heaviest crates like a wrestler, and could drink any of us under the table.


‘Hopefully it’ll clear by Sunday. We want a nice day for the Blessing of the Boats,’ I said.


‘Hopefully. I’ll get the fish, you start filleting,’ she said, and disappeared into the cold room, reappearing a second later with three heavy crates of fish in her arms. She would have made a great bouncer, Tatiana, but she preferred to use her strength for the good: making food.


I had just started filleting when my mobile rang. It was Fraser. The van had broken down, with the food for the school in it. I could have asked Jim from the garage to go have a look at it, maybe tow it back if it couldn’t be repaired, but whatever happened, the food would be out of the cold chain. There was no way I could serve it now. I had a sudden vision of Tatiana carrying the food herself, a crate under each arm and one on her head . . . but that would have been too much even for her.


‘Right, Fraser, call Jim and wait there, I’m coming up with sandwiches.’ And then, to Tatiana: ‘I’ll be gone for half an hour or so; you’ll have to hold the fort.’


‘Before service?’


‘Just rub the specials off the board and write “kippers on toast” instead. Hopefully I’ll be back in time to get something going and nobody will complain.’


‘If somebody complains, I’ll give them a piece of my brain,’ she said with a truculent expression on her angelic features. Sometimes I was positively afraid of her.


‘You mean “I’ll give them a piece of my mind”, Tatiana. Unless a few zombies come for lunch.’


‘Yes. I meant that.’


I didn’t doubt it.


We quickly made sandwiches and threw in a chocolate cake I’d made the night before – the customers would have to go without, but the children would be delighted – then I jumped into my jeep in the pouring rain. Fraser had managed to park the van by the side of the road, and was waiting for me in the driving seat. When he saw me, a rueful smile spread across his face.


‘Sorren to the rescue,’ he said as he climbed into my jeep. ‘What do we have there?’ He gestured to the boxes in the back.


‘Sandwiches and cake; nothing fancy, but it’ll do.’


‘Ach, that will do. Chocolate cake is not exactly healthy eating, but the kids will be happy. By the way, Jim said he’ll see to the van in half an hour.’


‘Which means he might be there before nightfall.’


‘Maybe. I say let’s not count on the van for the next couple of days.’


We drove to the school, where a panicked Caty, my childhood friend, and my unflappable mother greeted us.


My mother and I exchanged a look. Today was the day. But it was buried deep in mine and Mum’s hearts; nothing would show on the surface as we went about our jobs.


The teachers actually clapped as we came in, to our amazement, happy to be involved in a bit of excitement because it was the last day of school. The children, inebriated by the thought of the impending holiday, tried to follow them out of the classrooms and enjoy their share of elation, but they were quickly shepherded back inside, albeit with smiles. A wee boy in a bright blue uniform peeked from one of the doors, a cheeky smile on his face.


‘We had nothing for lunch!’ Caty was always dramatic.


‘I knew you’d sort it,’ my mum said calmly.


‘I’ll lay it all out in the kitchen,’ Fraser said without looking at them, and disappeared. I gave my mum a gentle pat on the shoulder and followed him. When Caty was around, Fraser always vanished. It bothered me a little. Caty and I were pretty close, so it put me in an awkward position. I had no idea why Fraser avoided Caty, why he seemed to dislike her so much; but it would have been impossible to get a straight answer from him. Or an answer at all, come to that.


Anyway, the emergency was sorted and we were laying out the sandwiches and cutting the cake just as the dinner lady, Ailsa, arrived. The boys and girls of Seal had been sent out to play in the drizzle; we could see them from the kitchen, hoods and hats on, cheeks red in the chilly air. There was no way they would stay inside just because it was raining; Seal children played outside all year long, in almost any weather.


When we were finished with the food, I found Caty and my mum in the staffroom, with Fraser hovering outside the door. My mum was admiring a bracelet Caty was wearing.


Caty lifted her arm. ‘Thank you, I made it myself. I really want to get into jewellery-making this summer.’


‘This summer you’re all mine, Caty,’ I said. She had promised to help me in the restaurant. ‘We’re done here, girls!’


‘Thank you, guys. Thank you so much,’ my mum replied. ‘I’ll go and help Ailsa.’


‘See you later, Mum.’


She rested her mug of tea on a low table and stood up. ‘Wait. I’ll see you to the door.’


‘And I’ll drop by later to the pub to say hello,’ Caty told me, rinsing her mug under the tap. ‘Will we see you in your Star Trek uniform for the blessing?’ I heard Fraser snorting behind me.


‘Oh, yes. I need to iron that for you,’ my mum joined in.


‘You too, Mother? Can a man not have a passion around here?’


Everyone laughed, and we made our way towards the door, waving goodbye to the children queuing up for their lunch.


‘So, things are well, then?’ Fraser muttered just as we were on our way out. I turned around and realised he was speaking to Caty. I couldn’t quite believe it. Caty, just as mystified as me, said ‘yes’ with that big smile of hers, but nothing more. We stepped out into the hall.


‘Well, thanks for sorting this out,’ my mum said. But I knew it wasn’t what she wanted to say.


We held each other tight and quick, without saying a word, standing in front of the little row of coats and jackets hanging in the hall, each with a label and a child’s name.


And a hole opened in my heart.


Over my mum’s shoulder as we hugged, I could see it. A coat peg among all the other pegs, with a tiny image of a dolphin sellotaped above it, and a name: Isla.


And that was why I never liked going to the village school – that peg was a blade in my heart, every single time. I don’t know how my mum dealt with it; but it was she who’d decided that the peg shouldn’t be removed.


And there it stayed, a memory of my sister.


On our way back to the restaurant, I was silent. My mum’s perfume lingered on me – sweet lavender – along with the look in her eyes when we’d said goodbye. I was still to face my dad – his wordless grief, the way he kept everything inside. I would see him that evening.


Yes, this was the day when my parents and I thought about my sister constantly – not much new there – but we still didn’t mention her. I always went to see them, and my mum and I hugged once, twice, three times, with whatever excuse we could think of, or no excuse at all. A way to say to each other I know, I know, I miss her too.


Every time I went to the house, memories of Isla enveloped me. She was everywhere, even if the room of her door remained closed – only my mum went in there. Sometimes I longed to step in and sit on my sister’s bed, look around at her things and feel her close. But I always stopped myself, because I was too afraid that instead of feeling her near, I would feel her gone forever.


We had been through fifteen tenth of Julys. Three of them I had spent with Alessia. When I’d told her what this day meant to me, she’d slipped her arm around my waist and rested her head on my shoulder without saying anything.


I thought: there is a future.


But now Alessia was gone too, back to her own home, from my island home that she couldn’t make hers. After a year in which she’d tried everything to get a bit of my time, of my attention, while I divided myself between my parents, the Sea Rescue, and anyone and everyone who needed me, and all to block Isla out of my mind. Trying to make amends, trying to never have to stop and think. Trying to look after the people around me because I’d failed the only person I should have looked after. Alessia watched me, bewildered, as I morphed back into the haunted man I was before leaving for Italy. The man who’d let his baby sister slip from his hands and be pulled away.


And while I punished myself, there was no room in my life left for love. For her.


I knew that evening I was going to find an email from her, because she always remembered my sister’s birthday. Her letter would be sweet and useless; it would mean everything and nothing, because although we clung on to each other, we both knew that there was no future for us.


No future for us at all.


Fraser parked the van in the back, and I jumped down. I was about to step into the restaurant when something stopped me, something I saw out of the corner of my eye on the windswept beach. For a long, heartbreaking moment I thought I saw my sister, standing there in the rain with her long black hair blowing in the wind. Before my knees could give way and my heart beat faster, the illusion was gone. It wasn’t Isla, of course, just a wee girl who looked a bit like her. She stood on the beach, and for a moment she seemed to look back at me, her little red jacket like a beacon against the white sand.


At that moment, my phone rang. It was Morag from the Swan Hotel – her husband Billy had had a stroke a while ago, and with Morag running the hotel and not being in the best of health herself, I helped them out any way I could. When I answered, though, there was nobody there. I checked my phone, once, twice. It seemed to be working fine. I tried to phone Morag back, but it rang out. It was time to bring Billy his lunch anyway. I quickly wrapped a dish and made my way to the Swan Hotel in the pouring rain.
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A place of stones and water


Anna


We stepped off the boat, my head spinning and reeling as I tried to steady myself on dry land. Ava’s cheeks were rosy with the wind, her hair tangled up with sea spray. Her eyes, wide and shining, were darting everywhere, as if she wanted to see everything at the same time. I watched her turning round and round, and held her by the arm when she swayed.


‘I’m dizzy!’


She laughed her flowery laugh, and I realised I hadn’t heard that lovely sound for weeks, not laughter so free, so pure.


And then three things happened: the shiny black head of a seal emerged from the waves a few yards from us; two men in yellow overalls, unloading boxes full of fish, glanced up and smiled; and an elderly woman strolling on the pier turned to look at Ava, murmuring something about her lovely eyes. With my head still spinning from the boat trip, I thought I heard whispers coming from the waves, and a sudden awareness astonished me: Seal is happy to see her.


‘Can we go to the beach?’ Ava called, pointing at the white half-moon of sand a hundred yards away. Just above the dunes, past a flowery meadow, lay a village of brightly coloured houses so pretty it looked nearly unreal. I remembered seeing it on the Seal website, but to witness it in real life was something else entirely. Close to the pier, some men were building what looked like a raised podium, not dissimilar to those used at concerts.


Ava ran on, and I followed suit. I inhaled deeply, and it felt like my lungs were opening up, filling with oxygen and salty sea air. I stood on a seaweed-covered rock as Ava made her way down to the waterline. As she danced on the sand, aqua waves heaved and swelled not far from her, but she was unafraid. And so I wanted her to be. If there were worries to be had, I would carry them for her. Seal was behind me, the sea in front; while my daughter laughed and danced with the island, I couldn’t silence the questions in my mind, the apprehension.


What awaited us on Seal?


What was to be our story here?


But the wind swept me, and somehow it seemed to cleanse me from the inside. Relief and hope and a sense of spontaneous joy coloured all my worries, my questions, and slowly, timidly, peace began to rise inside me.


Maybe it was going to be all right for Ava and me.


Ava and her cuddles, Ava and her tears, Ava and her stories.


Ava who talked of her other mother, of her old life.


There was no life before, Ava – you started in my belly, you are all mine.


London with its swarms of people and its unrelenting noise was a million miles away. Ava’s red jacket was a splash of colour against the sea, her wellies leaving the happy prints of a running child. The beach was nearly deserted; a man in a checked shirt stood at the low stone wall, and a tall, red-blonde-haired woman wrapped in a blue jumper was walking our way. She smiled at me and murmured a greeting. I was taken aback – in London you don’t smile at strangers, you don’t greet them – so I didn’t manage to rearrange my face into a smile, or reply to her quiet hello. She walked past, her beautiful bright hair flowing in the wind. Her Celtic loveliness belonged to the place; she seemed to have grown straight from the land, with her white skin and her incredible hair, flaming against the blue and grey.


‘Mummy! Look! Shells!’ Ava cried, bending down to retrieve some treasure she’d found. I was about to reply, when suddenly the air itself went dark. I’d never seen anything like that before, the way it happened in the blink of an eye. It was as if all the light had been sucked out of the day. I had read about the unpredictability of Scottish weather, but this was something else.


I looked up to the sky, where galloping black horses were coming in from the sea. The breeze turned into wind in the space of a moment, and the first few drops of rain started falling. Ava was standing with her back to the sea, grey waves swelling slowly behind her, and all of a sudden they looked threatening, like they were about to swallow her. For the first time since she was born, I remembered the dreams I’d had when I was carrying her – the grey waves and the water, water all around.


‘Ava!’ I called over the rising wind. Maybe she couldn’t hear me, because she didn’t move. I began running towards her, calling her name again and again. ‘Ava! Ava!’


She shook herself and ran to me. We met halfway; I held her tight, and clung to her. ‘Ava,’ I whispered once more, as the rain fell on us. She doesn’t smell like Ava any more, I realised, in one of those strange thoughts that flash through your mind like comets. She smells like salt and wind. I took her face in my hands. Her eyes were full of joy, her cheeks suffused with pink. I hadn’t seen her so happy in a long time.


I had to ask her, even if the drizzle was intensifying and soon we’d have to find shelter. ‘Is this the place you were talking about? The place you dreamt of?’ My heart quickened – I was afraid of her answer. If she said no, we were on a wild goose chase; if she said yes . . .


‘Yes. Thanks for bringing me back, Mummy,’ she said. At her words, a wave of emotion overwhelmed me and tears began to sting my eyes, but I blinked them away. Ava raised her hand to smooth down my hair.


‘Are you happy, sweetheart?’ I said, holding her little fingers, her starfish hand.


‘Very very very happy!’ she said, and spun away, her arms wide and her face up to the sky, tiny drops falling on her cheeks, her nose, her forehead, her scrunched-up eyes. She had turned into a wave of the sea, dancing and flowing, natural and perfectly beautiful. I stood and closed my eyes too, letting all my other senses take over, breathing in the salty, watery scent of the sea, feeling the rain and the sea spray on my skin . . . It all spoke of far horizons and wide spaces, and things free and new.


We spent some time playing on the wet sand, slipping sandy shells in our pockets, standing on the shoreline and then running back when a wave came in, until the drizzle began to get stronger and Ava started shivering. She looked pale and tired after the long journey. ‘Mummy, I’m hungry,’ she said, wrapping her arms around me and resting her head on my stomach.


‘Me too,’ I replied. ‘Let’s go and check into the hotel, and then we can get dry and changed and find something yummy to eat.’


I led her up the heathery slope, and we grabbed our trolleys and began to make our way towards the village. We didn’t have to wander around for long before I recognised the place I’d booked online: the Swan Hotel, a bright green building squeezed between a pink and an orange one.


We were both dripping wet and feeling rather miserable as the stern woman behind the reception desk checked her books.


‘Ford, you said?’


‘Yes, Anna Ford.’


‘I have nothing in that name.’ She managed to turn the soft island accent into something clipped and hard.


‘But I’m sure I booked. I sent an email . . .’ I insisted, slightly panicked now. I swept my wet hair away from my face. A small puddle was gathering where we stood.


‘I didn’t get any email. Mind you, we had a problem with email bookings, but we assumed people would phone to check.’


‘But . . . I booked a twin room . . .’


‘Did you get a confirmation from us?’


‘No, but . . .’


‘Like I said, we’re full.’


As I took in what she’d just told us, the bell above the door chimed and a gust of cold air froze our backs.


‘Hi, Sorren,’ the woman called above our heads. I turned around to see a man in a sodden checked shirt holding a tinfoil-wrapped parcel. The guy behind the stone wall above the beach.


‘Hey. Did you need me?’ he asked in a deep voice.


‘I always need you, you know that,’ the woman said warmly, and the difference of tone between the way she spoke to us and the way she spoke to the stranger was like nails down a blackboard.


The man laughed. ‘I mean, did you phone me?’


Ava took a step away from me and towards the man. I was surprised to see that she was looking at him with wide eyes, as if hypnotised.


‘Hey,’ he said to her. ‘I think I must have seen you on the beach earlier. I recognise your jacket.’


Ava nodded. ‘Yes. I saw you too.’


‘I didn’t phone you, no,’ the woman interrupted. She turned back to me, as if she wanted to finish the conversation and see us out. ‘I’m really sorry. They’re blessing the boats tomorrow. You won’t find anywhere.’


What was she talking about? I placed my hands on the wooden counter, desperately trying to keep my temper. ‘Look. We’ve travelled from London. We have nowhere to stay. What are we supposed to do?’ I shot her a pointed glance. Would she leave a six-year-old child, soaked to the bone, without a bed for the night?


‘Sorry. There’s nothing I can do.’


There was my answer. Yes, she would.


‘Sorry to jump in,’ the stranger said. ‘We might have something. I mean, up at the Seal Inn. We’re full too, but our own guest room is free, and if you want it . . .’


I couldn’t even pretend to be coy. I launched into a series of heartfelt, if weary, thank yous. Maybe we were saved.


‘It’s no problem. Morag, here’s Billy’s lunch – shepherd’s pie à la Sorren.’ He placed the package on the counter with a smile. A million little drops were shining on its tinfoil cocoon.


‘Bless you, Sorren,’ said Morag.


‘Tell Billy my mum and dad say hi. Mum will drop by tomorrow.’


Morag nodded with what could almost have been called a smile, and disappeared through a door behind reception, carrying the package with her. I was trembling with cold, long shivers that travelled down my body. Ava was leaning on me, even more exhausted.


The man turned back towards us. His hair was dripping, but he didn’t seem to mind. ‘So yes, it’s quite a small room, but if you’re stuck . . .’


‘We don’t mind,’ I sighed. ‘We just want to get dry and have something to eat.’


‘Sure. Come along, let me take those.’ He took our trolleys by the handle, one in each hand. ‘It’s only up the road,’ he said encouragingly, and looked straight at me. For the first time I noticed his eyes, dark blue and shadowed by long eyelashes, and his hair, wavy and thick and even darker than Ava’s.


I picked Ava up and she leaned her head on my shoulder, strands of her wet hair across my chest. ‘It’s all right, baby. We’ll get dry and have something to eat, okay?’ I whispered.


We followed Sorren onto the street. As quickly as it had started, the downpour had stopped. We walked past the brightly coloured houses, the sea shimmering in the distance under a pale sun.


‘So, you’re up from London?’ he said. He was tall, I noticed – I probably came up to his chest – and he had a reddish five o’clock stubble. His voice was gentle and deep, with a musical island lilt.


‘Yes. Just here for a holiday,’ I lied.


‘Don’t pay any mind to Morag. We’re not all like that up here. She’s not bad really. Just a bit dour.’


I nodded. I was too wet and cold to feel any understanding for the woman.


‘Lucky I was there. I thought she’d called me . . . Anyway, I just came to bring her husband his lunch. Billy’s not well, and Morag is busy all day with the hotel. I made a ton of it, if you’re hungry. Today it’s moussaka.’


‘Oh, I love moussaka. But did you not say it was shepherd’s pie?’


He laughed, and little lines appeared around his eyes, a sign that he laughed often. ‘Billy doesn’t like exotic food, which basically means he doesn’t like anything with flavour. But I was completely over making him mince and tatties and sausage stew day in and day out. Also, the man has to live with Morag. He could do with some good food . . .’


I laughed.


‘So I started calling things by a different name. I fed him lamb burgers with minted yoghurt, and told him it was a beef burger with extra-light mayo – for his cholesterol. I made him pasta al forno and told him it was macaroni cheese . . . and in a way, it is. It worked,’ he shrugged. ‘Spicy lentil and tomato soup is a broth, Cajun fajitas are chicken rolls . . . and moussaka is shepherd’s pie à la Sorren.’


‘I see! You deceive him,’ I teased. I was surprised at myself. I didn’t usually joke with people I’d just met.


‘It’s for a good cause,’ he laughed.


We stepped into a side street beside a light blue house, and into a cobbled courtyard. At the back of the blue house was a door with a sign – Little Moon Holistic Therapies – and on the other side of the courtyard stood a whitewashed cottage, the soft sound of a fiddle seeping from the ground-floor windows. It was the first white house I’d seen after the rainbow of the main street.


‘Come on in,’ said Sorren, and carried our cases inside, holding the door open for us. We stepped into a low-ceilinged room with beams above our heads and scuffed golden wooden floors beneath our feet. A pleasant smell of honeyed beer, peat and something delicious cooking somewhere filled my nostrils. I caught a glimpse of a thin blonde man and two equally blonde girls playing fiddles in a room on the left. I did a double-take – where had I seen them before? And then I remembered: the Grants, the young musicians mentioned on the website. It was strange – like I had jumped into a dream. I felt my bones warming up; a fire burnt warm and inviting on the far wall, and I longed to sit beside it. It was a place as welcoming as a hug. I let myself exhale . . .


‘Hi! Oh . . . hello.’


My eyes followed the voice. A tall, fine-boned silver-haired woman stood behind the counter, dressed in a teal-coloured woollen jumper and a pleated skirt. With a touch of lipstick and pearl earrings at her ears, she looked immaculate.


‘Hi, Mum. These ladies are up from London for a holiday,’ Sorren explained, gesturing towards us. ‘I’m afraid they got the famous Morag welcome. No sign of their reservation, and nowhere to stay.’


The woman rolled her eyes. ‘I’ll never understand how the Swan is still afloat. Anyway, you offered them our guest room, I hope?’


‘Yes, if it’s okay with you? Just as well I was there. What a coincidence,’ he said. He smiled, and a dimple appeared on his left cheek.


‘Of course.’ The woman stepped out from behind the counter. I noticed that she had the same dark blue eyes as her son, and like his, they were shadowed by long, long eyelashes. At her feet was a white cat, who eyed us warily and then slunk away.


I let Ava slip to the floor – my arms were aching – and she stood on unsteady feet. Then, to my surprise, she ran to the kindly woman and looked up at her without saying a word. The woman knelt on the wooden floor until their faces were level.


‘Oh my. All wet. And hungry, I bet?’ she said, and caressed Ava’s face softly. Ava stepped forward and into the woman’s arms, nestling into her. The woman’s eyes widened, and she met my gaze while wrapping her arms around my daughter. There was something else in her expression, something other than surprise and tenderness: there was a shadow of sadness.


Something like . . . regret.


Like she had lost something, never to be found again.


Quickly she composed her face into a smile. ‘There, there,’ she said. ‘It was an awful long journey. Let’s get you and your mummy settled.’


Ava took a step back and looked into the woman’s face, then threw her arms around her again.


‘Ava.’ I smiled and went to pull her away, but the woman shook her head lightly, as if to say it was okay, and they hugged for a little longer. I was taken aback. Ava was a sweet, affectionate child, but, like me, not so ready to open up with strangers.


‘I’ll see you tomorrow, then,’ Sorren said. I was confused. The way he’d said it, it sounded so personal. ‘I mean, at the Blessing of the Boats,’ he explained, seeing my uncertain expression.


Oh yes, Morag had mentioned that. I didn’t know what it was, but I was so exhausted, so overwhelmed by it all, I just nodded slightly as he waved his goodbyes and left.


‘My name is Shuna McNeil,’ the woman said as she made her way upstairs with us trailing after her. The white cat had reappeared out of nowhere, the way cats do, and was following us up, twining deftly between our legs. ‘And this is Andromeda, my son’s cat.’ The way she spoke reminded me a little of my granny, the same soft Scottish lilt.


‘Andromeda?’ I smiled.


‘He’s an amateur astronomer. My son, not the cat,’ she laughed. ‘We call her Andy.’


‘I’m Anna. And this is . . .’


‘Ava!’ chirped my daughter. I gazed at her. In spite of being sodden and tired, there was a light in her eyes that surprised me.


‘Ava. What a beautiful name,’ Shuna said in her gentle, calm voice as she opened the door of what was to be our room for the next three weeks.


I was expecting something old-fashioned, with a patterned carpet and dark furniture, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. The room was so pretty, with light blue wallpaper and warm wooden floors. The twin beds had white iron headboards, white sheets and white duvets. There were fairy lights wrapped around the tiled fireplace and blue cushions on the window seat. And the view – oh, we could see the sea! I was speechless.


‘I’m sorry I don’t have a better room for you, what with the Fishermen’s Mass . . .’ Shuna stepped in after us and switched on the fairy lights, a golden glow illuminating her face.


‘Not at all, this is absolutely perfect,’ I said, and I meant it. ‘What is this Fishermen’s Mass? Is it the same thing as the Blessing of the Boats that Sorren was talking about?’ It felt a bit awkward using the man’s name like that – as if I knew him already, when I’d only met him for a few minutes.


‘Yes. It’s an island tradition. The priest blesses the fishing boats, then there’s a Mass and a bit of a celebration of our fishermen and sea rescuers,’ she explained. ‘And a ceilidh later on. I hope you and Ava will be there.’


‘What’s a . . . ceilidh?’


‘It’s a party. Music and dancing and a fair amount of drinking too, I fear!’ Shuna said.


‘Well, I’m not sure . . . but we’ll come to the Blessing of the Boats.’ I didn’t know if I wanted to go to a party among strangers, just me and Ava.


‘The priest wears a green scarf,’ Ava chipped in. ‘And there are fishing nets on the ground.’


‘He wears a stole, yes,’ Shuna replied with a smile. ‘And the podium is decorated with fishing nets.’


For a moment, I felt like the air had been sucked out of my lungs. Then I pushed the thought out of my head. Again. Maybe I was just getting paranoid. She’d probably seen a priest officiating on TV, or learnt about it in school. I thought of the podium I’d seen near the pier. Perhaps that was where she’d seen the fishing nets, though I hadn’t noticed them there.


‘I’ll get Jane to start the fire in here,’ Shuna said, and gestured at the fireplace, already piled with peat. I couldn’t believe I had a real fire in my room. ‘In the meantime, you can get changed and come downstairs, if you want. We’re in between lunch and dinner, but Sorren brought some moussaka earlier on.’


‘Can we have chips?’ asked Ava.


‘Ava . . .’ I didn’t want to inconvenience this considerate, friendly woman more than we had already.


‘My husband makes the best chips you will ever have tasted, I promise you.’


‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘Oh, and if you need a deposit . . .’


‘Don’t worry. We can settle all that later,’ she replied, and left us with a smile. As I began to help Ava get out of her wet things and dry her hair, I thanked my lucky stars.


Half an hour later, dry and changed, we were sitting in the pub beside the fire. I’d never smelled peat before – it was a smoky, earthy, nearly sweet scent. We’d been treated to heavenly moussaka and chips – on the house, Shuna had said, to make up for Morag’s unpleasantness. We’d also met Hamish, Shuna’s husband, who was in charge of the inn. He was tall and dark-haired, like his son; he barely said a word to us, but there was a sense of kindness about him. We had discovered that Shuna was the head teacher of the island school, but it had been the last day of term today, and she was now on holiday.


Although it was only late afternoon, having been so cold and wet and hungry, we were now sleepy with food and warmth, and lulled by the fiddlers who were still going next door. Ava was huddled up against me, her eyes at half-mast, about to fall asleep. From the window we could see the day changing colour, becoming colder, opaque – the long Scottish summer night was beginning.


‘So, are you here for a holiday?’ asked a young girl in a ponytail from behind the counter – she was probably Jane, the girl who had lit my fire. Shuna was standing beside her, assembling a tray of drinks.


‘Yes,’ I replied briefly.


And then Ava’s little voice piped up, sleepy and muffled by the fact that her face was against my jumper. ‘I wanted to go home.’


I felt cold, in spite of the fire.


‘You want to go home? Already? But you’ve only just arrived! Do you miss your friends?’ said Jane.


‘I mean I wanted to come home,’ Ava replied, as if it were obvious.


‘Time to say goodnight, Ava,’ I intervened, flustered, and picked her up.


I hurried upstairs with a thank you to Shuna and Hamish, stepped into our room and closed the door. I quickly prepared Ava for bed, even if it was early – I didn’t bother giving her a bath, because she was half asleep. I simply slipped on her lilac pyjamas with the tiny moons and tucked her into bed with Camilla. She fell asleep almost at once and slept soundly.
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