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For Iain






No man chooses evil because it is evil;

he only mistakes it for happiness, the good he seeks.

—Mary Wollstonecraft

Whisper her name,

she is island,

sheep-littered, stone-wracked

she cries the wild Atlantic

to her door;

—Shirley Wright,

“Na Hearadh”








Prologue

It wasn’t the screams he remembered most, although they crashed to shore inside the howling, furious wind and ricocheted for hours around the high cliffs above the beach. It wasn’t the storm or the roaring, foaming waves that carved great snaking wounds through the wet sand and stole its shape from under his feet.

It wasn’t the dark or the flashing torchlight. Or the frantic hours of men pushing boats into the wild surf: motorboats, fishing boats, even old wooden sgoths. All to be smashed into the bay’s high headlands or hurled back onto the shore like stones from a slingshot.

It wasn’t the long, tired wails of the women whose silhouettes stood in a clifftop vanguard ahead of the silver-starred inland sky. Nor those waving white arms out on the rocks, which became slower and less frequent as the screamed chorus grew quieter. And it wasn’t the wondering about which of those arms, those bobbing heads that disappeared and sometimes reappeared, belonged to his father.

It wasn’t even the eerie silence that came after. The exhaustion of energy and grief and hope. The exhaustion of wind and rain and thunder and sea.

It was the tide bell out on those rocks. Its low, heavy ring growing ever more muffled under the weight of water and all that time.

And it was the black tower casting an invisible shadow over the sand and bay and calming waves.

They were always what he remembered the most. Sometimes they were all he could think about.

The tide bell. And the black tower.

And knowing that every man on those rocks would never come back. Because of him.

Because of what he’d wanted. Because of what he’d done.






Chapter 1

Thursday, February 14, 2019

Maybe it will be all right. Maybe I’ve just become too used to it never being all right. It’s possible. That the angry, fearful dread living inside my stomach for the last three months is less an ill omen than old ballast that’s just become too familiar. Maybe.

The pub is busy. Absolutely packed. And loud. Way busier and louder than I’d been expecting; it makes me feel more anxious. More off-balance.

“You’ve missed the riveting monthly meeting, at least,” Jaz says, with a smile.

Ever since he greeted me at Stornoway Ferry Terminal—You must be Maggie, I’m Ejaz Mahmood—Jaz—welcome to the Isle of Lewis and Harris!—tall and slim, with a round face, neat goatee, soft Scottish accent, and a wide grin, he’s treated me like a lifelong friend instead of a complete stranger. Throughout the following forty-mile car ride, he kept up an endless scattergun commentary that was at first unnerving and then a welcome distraction. There’s actually a pretty big Pakistani community around here—always surprises folk. Kelly says you’re from down south? I’m English too, Berwick, but keep that to yourself—think I’ve got away with it so far. Word is you don’t know how long you’ll be staying? Best thing about this place is it’s home to anyone just as long as they want it to be.

We traveled south along a coastal road of occasional hamlets—white houses with twin dormers and slate roofs—and then west across flat empty lowland that made me shiver in the gold dusk, the Range Rover buffeted by whistling winds. On into claustrophobic corridors of flanking rock walls, and then a landscape of green hills and glassy lochans; moorlands of fiery heather and moss framed by high craggy mountains.

And every change, from main road to side road to single-track with the occasional passing place and few if any houses, made me feel farther and farther away from the bustle of Stornoway, never mind London. That was when the weight inside my stomach began to get heavier. Even before we reached the west coast and I heard the roar of the Atlantic. Before we crossed the last loch and were rattling over the cattle grid and then the causeway across the sound. Before the last fans of sunlight lit up the sign on the other side:

Fàilte gu Eilean Cill Maraigh

Welcome to the Isle of Kilmeray

My teeth started to chatter as Jaz drove us west along the only road. Away from the lights of Urbost on the southeast coast, population sixty-six, and towards the only other village on this island of two and a half by one and a half-miles. Older and smaller, and on a windy headland called Longness, population fewer than twenty: Blairmore. Goose bumps broke out on my skin as we turned into its only street, Jaz finally stopping outside this pub—long and white with black-painted eaves strung with fairy lights. Too many people moving around inside its bright windows. Its white sign gray in the rapidly fading light: AM BLÀR MÒR.

“Blàr means ‘battle’ and mòr means ‘big.’ No one knows much more than that, but that’s the islands for you. Mystery is the mother of exaggeration.” His grin was as oblivious to my chattering teeth and the weight in my stomach as my sudden and desperate urge to say, I know. Because I haven’t just been here before, I’ve been having nightmares about this place my whole life.

And that was when I stopped trying to distract myself with what little I actually knew about the island—its geography and demography—and started trying to tell myself instead that maybe it’d be all right. Maybe no one would remember me. Maybe I could somehow do what I was here to do without them finding out. I didn’t believe it for a second then, either.

The crowded bar lounge is a cozy space with a vast open fire, red walls, dark wood tables, and cushioned stools. I feel both weary and uneasy as I look around, trying to avoid catching anyone’s gaze. Jaz nudges my elbow, making me jump. He nods towards a large group of people on the other side of the room. Most are young, the tables around them crowded with half-empty glasses and crisp packets.

“Archaeologists from Glasgow Uni,” he says. “That was me many moons ago. Came over as a student to work on the Cladh Dubh burial site out near West Point. Was only supposed to be there six months, and here I still am.” He laughs, shakes his head. “They’re reopening the dig. So you’re not the only newbie.” Another grin. “Why don’t you have a drink while I go get Kelly? She’ll be upstairs in her flat.”

I don’t want a drink. After three train journeys, a delayed flight from Stansted, an eleven-hour bus ride from Glasgow, and a ferry from Ullapool, I’m so knackered I feel like I could sleep standing up. Drinking, never mind socializing, feels completely beyond me.

“Thanks for picking me up, it was really kind of you.”

“No worries. A taxi would’ve skinned you alive.”

He gives me one last smile before he heads towards a door marked STAFF ONLY. I turn around reluctantly. The bar itself is relatively empty. Two men in fishing gear—yellow bib-and-brace trousers over thermal vests and safety boots—sit hunched on stools at its other end.

“Hello. I’m Gillian MacKenzie,” the woman behind the bar says. Her face is tanned and freckled, her smile warm, her accent local but with the faint traces, perhaps, of something else. She tucks long dark-blond hair streaked with silver behind her ears before reaching out a hand to shake mine. “And you must be Maggie.”

“How—”

“Oh, everyone knows about you.” A barman turns from the bottles at the other end of the bar. Until I see his easy smile, I take him literally, and my heart briefly gallops. Just like it did when Jaz asked me if I’d ever been to the islands before and I left too long a pause before shaking my head.

The barman sets two whiskies down in front of the fishermen before turning back to me. He’s short and lean, his eyes a startling dark brown. “You’re Kelly’s first booking. She danced about this place like the Road Runner on speed when she got your email.”

“My husband, Bruce,” Gillian says. “Ignore him. Anyway, what can I get you? First one’s on the house. We’re doing strawberry daiquiris and pink G and Ts in honor of Valentine’s Day.” She pauses for a moment, and then leans towards me. “Are you okay?”

No, I abruptly want to say. My mum just died. It’s like a very specific and sudden form of Tourette’s. I lasted less than ten minutes on that Stansted plane before saying it to the poor woman sitting next to me, soaking up her sympathy for the whole journey to Glasgow. Where presumably she imagined my mum had just died. Three months ago isn’t just, even if it feels like it is. And no matter how much I’d like it to be true, Mum not being here anymore isn’t the cause for that ballast in my stomach, the nightmares I can’t stop having, all those maybe-it’ll-be-all-rights. It’s not the reason, less than two weeks after being discharged from the Maudsley, I’ve traveled seven hundred miles to this place—this village—in the middle of nowhere. Even if it’s easier to pretend that it is.

“Sorry. I’m just tired,” I say. And try to smile. “Could I have a white wine, please? Whatever you have. And thank you.”

I pretend to be interested in the photos crowding the red wall next to the bar as Gillian takes a bottle of pinot grigio out of a fridge and starts pouring. Some photos are framed, some laminated; color, sepia, and black-and-white landscapes of sea and cliff and beach; portraits of men and women and children. Above them is a mounted piece of varnished driftwood carved with black-painted words, The sheep will spend its life in fear of the wolf, and then be eaten by the shepherd.

“A cheery sentiment.” Gillian smiles, handing me the wine. “But it’s been here longer than I have; bit like most of those pictures. Lot of the folk in them are here tonight.”

“Maggie!”

I recognize Kelly’s gap-toothed smile and sleek brown bob from her online photo. She rounds the bar, throws her arms around my shoulders, and squeezes hard.

“I’m so glad you’re here.” She lets me go just long enough to flash another big grin before hugging me again. “I was beginning to think I’d imagined you. How was your journey? Awful, I’ll bet. It’s probably easier to get to the North Pole. Gillian, can I have my usual?”

Kelly climbs onto a stool next to me and turns to face the lounge. “Ah, I missed the monthly mass moan,” she says. “What a shame. Complaining is a full-time job to some folk around here.” She hands over a fiver as Gillian sets another large glass of wine down on the bar. “Thanks.” She looks at me and winks. “So. Would you like a quick rundown of the great and the good since you’re going to be living amongst them for the foreseeable?”

“Sure.”

“Okay.” Kelly leans her elbows back against the bar, crosses her legs, and then points to four men squeezed around a small table. “Wank, Wank, Good Guy, Wank.”

When I start to laugh, she squeezes my arm. “Oh, thank God. Someone who finally gets my jokes. Please tell me you’re under thirty. That’s probably really rude. I mean, you look under thirty, obviously. It’s just that people around here have a habit of buggering off as soon as they leave school, and they don’t come back until they’re about ready to draw their pensions. Personally, I’m all for an invasion of archaeology students.”

I laugh again. She’s pretty much exactly how I imagined her. “I’m almost twenty-five,” I say. “You didn’t leave?”

“Mum and Dad moved to North Uist when I was like three, so I never really lived here at all until now. Most folk here tonight are from Urbost for the meeting, and in the summer, there’s always tourists. But the population of Blairmore is, like, seventeen. A grand total of seven are under thirty—and three of those are under ten. Including my five-year-old son.”

“You have a son?”

“Fraser.” Her smile returns. “He’s partly why I came here. I left the islands when I was eighteen, met his dad in Glasgow. We had a pretty ugly breakup just over three years ago.” The shadow that crosses her face is so brief I almost miss it. “A very long, very depressing story that would require more than one glass of vino to tell. But I’m going to go back. To Glasgow, I mean. Just as soon as I’ve got enough money to rent a flat, restart my training. I want to be a pediatric nurse. Oh my God, that’s such a fab necklace. Where did you get it?”

I look down, realize that I’ve pulled the long silver chain out of my jumper to rub the cool quartz of its pendant between finger and thumb. A nervous tic that I’ve never managed to shake. I think of Mum’s big open smile, the light in her eyes that always scared me. And how much I missed both the minute they were gone; the day she found me in the garden to tell me it was time to take her to the hospital. She’d have told me not to come here. That light in her eyes would have told me too. I know you can see the darkness. I know you can.

“You okay?”

No. My mum just died. “Yes. Sorry.” I look away, back towards the lounge. “So… the great and the good?”

“Right.” She looks over at a couple sitting alone at a nearby table. “The old guy is Charlie MacLeod.” His gray hair is wild, his stubble patched silver, his skin the color and texture of someone who has spent a lifetime outdoors. “He’s like a hundred and fifty years old. Has an opinion about everything and everyone.”

The woman next to him is small and smiling. Her silver hair sits over her shoulder in a long heavy plait; her hands are big-knuckled with arthritis.

“That’s Isla Campbell. Lives outside the village at Sheltered Bay. She’s a cool dude, tough as old boots. Basically, I want to be her when I grow up.” Kelly nudges me. “Her son, David, lives in Glasgow. Single and hot as fuck. I chickened out last year, but I’m going to make my move when he comes back over for the peat harvesting.”

She points to a younger man playing pool on the table behind, sandy-blond and stocky. “And that’s Donnie MacKenzie. Gillian and Bruce’s son.” She snorts. “Donnie’s Gillian with a Y chromosome. Don’t think there’s any actual MacKenzie in him at all.” She ducks her head as Bruce turns towards our end of the bar. “Long-running island joke. Not everyone finds it funny, obviously. When they first took the pub over from my parents—”

“Your parents used to own this place?”

“Leased it. I mean, everyone in the village has always helped out here or at the shop—I work at least a couple of shifts a week behind the bar—but there’s always been someone in charge, you know, on the paperwork. And it used to be my parents. Dad had this crazy idea of becoming a farmer once, but thankfully that didn’t last long.” She rolls her eyes. “Can you imagine? I’d have had to buy wellies.”

She glances along the bar. “Donnie was just a kid when his parents took over running this place. They own the next-door farm and croft. You’ll have seen it when you arrived: two cottages, huge stone barn, outbuildings, acres of land. Another long-running joke is that the MacKenzies own the ‘right’ half of the village. Donnie manages the farm full-time now.” She shrugs. “He’s all right. In the under-thirty club, at least. Divorced. Two part-time kids. You know, if you’re in the market for being a farmer’s wife.”

She talks so quickly, it’s hard to keep up, but I don’t mind. Even if that weight in my stomach is unchanged, the anxiety that’s been sitting inside my chest since London has begun to unspool.

“If there’s going to be some kind of test after this, I’m not going to remember names, never mind anything else.”

Kelly arches a brow. “Listen, after a couple of days you’ll know how many bowel movements they all do in an average week.”

My laugh is loud enough to attract the attention of one of the fishermen on the other side of the bar. Tall and broad-shouldered, with jet-black hair and a Roman nose, he shoots me a strange long look through narrowed eyes.

“Jimmy Struthers,” Kelly says. “He gives good angry Scotsman, but he’s all right. Likes his whisky a bit too much, I guess, but who doesn’t? Actually, me. It’s fucking gross. He lives next to Isla. Runs a prawn boat out of Sheltered Bay.”

While he goes on looking, I turn around in my stool to face the lounge.

“Last ones, I promise,” Kelly says. “See the sulky-looking guy in the plaid shirt over by the piano?”

I follow her gaze. Tall and dark-haired, he looks a little older than Jaz, maybe mid-forties, but his expression is that of a teenager: belligerent and persecuted.

“That’s Alec MacDonald. He and my dad go way back. Don’t ask me why. Look up crabbit bastard in the dictionary, you’ll get Alec’s mugshot. The woman next to him with the big hair is his wife, Fiona. I’ve come to the conclusion she must be one of those women who gets off on being miserable—can’t be any other reason she’d choose to stick it out here with him.” Kelly’s tone is almost cruel, but her cheeks are pink, and I remember the shadow that crossed her face when she mentioned Fraser’s dad.

“Their daughter, Sheena, lives in the flat above the community shop and post office. She’s crabbit and miserable. And—uh-oh.”

She turns abruptly back to the bar as a man in his late sixties, bald-headed and dressed in a gray tweed suit that’s at least a size too small for him, crosses the lounge towards us.

“Euan Morrison,” she hisses in my ear. “His family used to own the whole island. Just shake his hand and smile, don’t speak. Otherwise we’ll be stuck here until we’re drawing our pensions.”

“You must be Maggie Anderson,” Euan says, smiling broadly with very white dentures.

“Yes.” I glance at Kelly and shut my mouth. Shake his hand.

“Welcome to our wee island,” he says. “Hope you don’t find it too boring after the glitz and glamour of the Big Smoke.”

“I’m sure I won’t.”

“Can I buy you two girls a drink?”

“Sure.” Kelly beams. “We’ll have two more—”

“Get me a Ballantruan,” a man says, pushing his way between Euan and my stool to get to the bar. It’s Alec, the angry-looking guy in the plaid shirt. “A double. Now that it looks like we’re going to have nonstop noise and hassle for the next Christ-knows-how-long.”

“Ach, don’t worry, it’ll be fine,” Bruce says, pushing a glass against the whisky bottle’s dispenser.

“This place’ll do good business anyway,” Alec scowls. He rounds on Euan. “And you’ll clean up renting out all the bunkhouses at Long Stride, I don’t bloody doubt. While the rest of us have to put up with bulldozers, diggers, and university twats traipsing about the place day and night.” He pokes a finger hard into Euan’s chest. “You said you’d do something about it.”

“And I’ve already told you there’s nothing I can do about it,” Euan says, as Bruce puts the whisky down on the bar. “Anyway. We have another visitor here. Maggie Anderson, a journalist from London.”

“I’m just a writer for a mag—”

“And we don’t need you bellowing the place down, Alec,” Euan booms. “Showing us up.”

“A journalist?” Alec ignores Euan and swipes up the whisky, sloshing it over his fingers as he looks me up and down through narrowed eyes. “And what the hell is it you’re here to journalist about? The dig?”

“No.” I can feel my face heating up. “Just a story about something that happened a long time ago.”

“Oh, really?” Euan says. “Sounds very intriguing. And what—”

Alec lurches towards me, shoving Euan aside again. His eyes are wet-bright and heavy-lidded. There are sweat rings around his armpits. He’s quite a bit drunker than I thought. “Wait a minute. Wait a wee fuckin’ minute.”

I can feel Kelly bristling beside me, but for the moment, I’m frozen motionless, staring at Alec staring at me.

“Jesus Christ. Ah, Jesus Christ. I’d recognize those eyes anywhere.” His laugh is like a bark. “It’s you.”

It’s just my left eye. Permanently dilated after a car accident when I was four, and perhaps not noticeable at all if my eyes were browner, darker. Fitting, I suppose, that’s what finally obliterates all those maybe-it’ll-be-all-rights. Because I know exactly what’s about to happen. What he’s about to say. That ballast in my belly knows too. I’m almost relieved.

“Alec,” his wife says, tugging on his arm. Up close, Fiona MacDonald’s face, tight with anxiety, is liberally covered in tiny freckles. She shoots me a nervous glance, and then another. I can’t tell if she knows who I am or not.

“Don’t mither me, woman.” He shakes her off, downs his whisky, thrusts the glass back at Bruce. “Another.” And when he looks back at me again, the disgust is still there, the hostility, the recognition, but there’s something else too. Something that makes me feel worse. I think it’s fear. He turns around to the rest of the pub, throwing his arms wide. People are already looking over. “You don’t recognize her? None of you? You don’t recognize little Maggie?”

“What the hell are you talking about, man?” Euan asks, now more confused than angry, one hand held up between us like a boxing referee.

Alec’s smile is icy cold. “Andrew MacNeil.” He lunges close enough that I can smell the sour whisky on his breath. “You’re Andrew fucking MacNeil. I’m right, right? Right?”

I can hear mutters and exclamations from the lounge behind us. Loud and getting louder. Absolutely everyone is now looking at me.

“D’you want to get out of here?” Kelly mutters in my ear, just as I realize I’m squeezing her hand, digging my nails deep into her skin.

When I manage to nod, she jumps off her stool, drags me off mine, and marches us both towards the door. The squeal of its hinges makes me flinch, and Alec’s still furious shouts chase me outside, where the deserted darkness is as welcome as the headland winds blowing wild against my face and my too-hot skin. I should never have come here. And now it’s too late to go back.






Chapter 2

“So, left takes you back to Urbost and the causeway, via Sheltered Bay—Bàgh Fasgach. Ben Donn’s maybe five hundred yards that way, over a thousand feet high, a good day’s hiking, if that’s your thing. But that beast up ahead is Ben Wyvis. Beinn Uais, ‘Terror Mountain.’ Not such a fun hike.”

Kelly barely stops talking to draw breath as we fast-march past the old red phone box at the junction out of Blairmore. The evening air is bitterly cold. I can hear distant waves. I can smell the sea and the distinctive heavy sweetness of peat fires.

“Gleann nam Bòcan. The Valley of Ghosts.” She shines her phone light over the road and into a shadow between the mountains so dark it’s just black—flat and impenetrable. Her snort puffs white ahead of us like fog. “Wouldn’t recommend a hike there either.”

I nod in the darkness, watch her bright light bouncing off the asphalt as we turn right onto the main road west. I think of Alec’s Jesus Christ. It’s you. All those looks of shock and anger. It was worse than I expected. No. It was exactly what I expected.

“There’s a torch in the house,” Kelly says. “And if you have to give way to a car, make sure you get onto the grass over this side, especially at night. The other side is nothing but bog. Oh, and the old Coffin Road, where folk used to carry their dead to the cemetery in the west.” She flashes her torchlight over an old stone building, and I realize that it’s a ruined church, its roof collapsed and windows boarded up with wood.

“Those lights out towards the beach are the bunkhouses where the archaeologists are staying. They’re absolutely teeny; just looking at them makes me feel claustrophobic.”

There are no lights anywhere inland, I realize. The whole island must live on this narrow coastal strip between mountain and cliff. And up ahead, beyond the small line of bunkhouses, there’s nothing but more darkness. No people, no distant squares of gold. I shiver, pulling the lapels of my coat tighter against my throat. You’re Andrew fucking MacNeil. Right?

“Welcome to the Outer Hebrides in February.” Kelly laughs, briefly blinding me with her torchlight before turning it back onto the road. “Hope you packed some thermals. Oh, hey, and before I forget, there’s a ceilidh in the pub tomorrow night. I know, bit tragic, but they’re usually pretty fun. You should definitely come. We can get ready together in my flat and preload on vodka Red Bulls like we’re eighteen again.”

“Sounds good,” I lie. Because I have to go. Despite what just happened, I can’t forget why I’m here.

Eventually, a long stone barn looms out of the blackness alongside the road, and next to it a smaller two-story cottage, stone-built and blazing with light.

“Will Morrison’s farm,” Kelly says, her torch swerving wildly again as she thumps her palm against her breastbone. “Sexy Will Morrison’s farm. I mean, it’s slim pickings obviously, but still. Very Sexy Will Morrison’s farm.”

She guides me off the road and up onto the grass alongside it. The wind picks up, and I can smell the sea again, see the faint shadow of another building up ahead. “This is Ardcraig. Means ‘high cliff,’ but it’s actually pretty sheltered for a headland this far west. Most of it’s grazing land, but Will tends to take the sheep in on cold nights. And…” She turns onto a narrow paved path. “Here we are! I can’t wait for you to see it in daylight. I mean, I know there were photos on the website, but they don’t really do it justice. Jaz took them, and he’s no David Bailey. When Mum and Dad moved to North Uist they sold the land back to Euan and then pretty much left this place to rot. Folk do that a lot around here, but it’s madness—these days, holiday homes are like gold dust.” Her light stutters over a large wooden door with a small inset window. “They weren’t keen on me coming here at first, but when I offered to do the work and Airbnb it, they eventually caved.”

She turns the handle, pushes the door open with a creak. “There are keys on the kitchen counter, although the lock’s a bit iffy, I keep meaning to get it fixed. But don’t worry, no one locks their doors around here anyway.” She steps over the threshold. “Welcome to An Taigh-dubh.”

Inside is a small mudroom and three closed doors.

“Bathroom, box room, and…” She pushes opens the left-hand door, flooding the big room beyond with light. “Everything else.”

On one side of the room is a living-dining-kitchenette paneled entirely in pine, even the ceiling. On each wall are tiny quarter-barred windows with tartan curtains. Facing an open, tiled fireplace and long mantelpiece made of driftwood sits a large brown leather sofa covered with Harris tweed cushions. A double bed dominates the opposite wall, alongside a pine wardrobe and chest of drawers.

I set down my suitcase. “Kelly, it’s amazing.”

Her cheeks, already pink from the cold, flush pinker. “It’s a replica of a traditional blackhouse. That’s what An Taigh-dubh means. The Blackhouse. Before I forget, the Wi-Fi password’s on the router. Four-G hasn’t quite reached this far west yet, and the HebNet’s data allowance is abysmal, so no downloading porn, or you won’t be able to check your email for a month. There’s no mobile signal out here, no landline either, but there’s the phone box in Blairmore and a pay phone in the pub.” She nods towards the fireplace. “No peat, just coal and logs. And there’s no mains gas supply. Although the walls are like over two feet thick, so it doesn’t get too cold. The bathroom has underfloor heating. And you’ve no idea how much that bloody cost. I ran out of cash after about two months. Have debts coming out of my eyeballs.”

“What’s down there?” I say, pointing to a large trapdoor in the floor towards the corner of the room.

“It’s an earth cellar. Kind of an extended root cellar, I guess.” Kelly makes a face. “I’ve been down there like once, gave me the proper creeps.” She goes over to the kitchenette, opens the fridge. “There’re two bins around the side of the house: general waste and recycling. Just wheel them down to the road every Thursday night, and keep your fingers crossed someone turns up to empty them. I’ve left you coffee, milk, butter, eggs, bread, some lamb chops that were going cheap at the shop. I can only eat them this time of year, when they aren’t bouncing about outside the window begging me to give them names. Oh, and to warn you, everything comes to a standstill on a Sunday, I’m afraid. Nothing will be open, no public transport. Most folk’ll either be going to the church at Urbost or one of the others on Lewis and Harris. D’you go to church? I mean, it’s not a rule or anything, but there’s plenty of choice: Church of Scotland, Wee Free, Catholic—”

“I don’t go to church.” I think of Mum’s funeral. A twenty-minute slot in Hither Green Crematorium.

“Me either; we can be heathens together. Oh, and I got you this as a Welcome-to-the-Blackhouse.” She pulls a bottle of fizz from the fridge and sets it down on the counter, waves away my thanks as she opens a cupboard and takes out a bottle of whisky instead. “But I got this for emergencies.” She finally pauses, finally draws breath. “And I’m completely knackered pretending nothing nuts just happened back there.”

“I thought you said whisky was gross,” I say, playing for time.

She pours it into two glasses, hands one to me. “It is.”

I take a sip, even though I can’t stand whisky, particularly not the island kind, malted over peat fires. “Don’t you need to get back for Fraser?”

“Jaz is looking after him.” She grins. “Listen, this is the most interesting night I’ve had in weeks. Minute I go back to the pub I’ll find out—or more likely be told—what’s what. So quit stalling. Spill.”

I don’t say anything, and it’s a mistake. I did that too often in the Maudsley; it gives weight to silence, to the thing you’re trying not to talk about.

Kelly drops her smile. “God. I’m sorry. I do this. Mum says I’m nosier than a tabloid journalist. It’s the Hebridean in me—no question too personal; no secret a secret for long. But you don’t have to tell me anything. I mean, it’s just because you don’t look… you know…” Her cheeks get pinker. “Like you were… once an Andrew. Shit. That’s not—”

“God, no, it’s—I’m not—okay.” I sit down at the dining table, press cool palms against my face. “Okay.”

Kelly sits too.

I drain the whisky. I probably shouldn’t be drinking at all, but Dr. Abebe isn’t here to see me, and so I decide it doesn’t count. “I’m originally from Croy. It’s a village northeast of Inverness. And when I was five years old, I came here. To this island. Mum…” My voice manages not to break on the word. Progress. “She brought me.”

“Why? D’you have family here?”

I have a sudden and very unwelcome flashback to us running along the beach at Shoeburyness, screaming with laughter as we battled to hold on to the flying lines of a diamond rainbow kite that swooped and rose under wild gusts of wind. I remember secretly worrying that it would snatch me up and carry me away.

“No.” I watch as Kelly refills our glasses; force myself to wait a couple of breaths before I pick mine up again. “I said that I was a man called Andrew MacNeil.”

Kelly’s brow furrows.

Shadows and rock and grass, the howl of the wind. A nightmare so familiar, so unforgotten, it’s just another memory.

“I believed that I had once been a man called Andrew MacNeil. And…” I watch Kelly’s eyes grow wider. “That one day… I died—drowned—and when I woke up, I was Maggie.”

“No. Way.”

I make myself put the whisky down. “And apparently, I was so insistent about being Andrew and not Maggie that I told anyone and everyone. At some point, a documentary filmmaker got involved. Offered to foot the entire bill if he could come with us—I doubt Mum could have afforded it, and Dad had already remarried and pretty much forgot he had a daughter—so… I don’t know.” I shrug. “That’s what we did.” I’m leaving out a lot, but this feels like enough for now. More than enough.

“But why here? Why did you come here?”

“I don’t remember this, but Mum said around the same time I also kept telling her ‘Kill Merry’ over and over again, like she should have known what I was talking about.”

Kelly’s mouth drops open, and I can feel the heat climbing up my neck. “I know. Pretty creepy kid, right? And then she found me freaking out over some Scottish travel show about the Isle of Lewis and Harris on TV. She looked at a map, and there was Kilmeray.”

“Wow.” Kelly closes her mouth. “So you came here—and then what?”

“I don’t remember much of being here either.” I pause. Shadows and rock and grass. And sobbing the way only a child can—too hot and wild to breathe. “Brief flashes mostly. But Mum said it was a circus. She regretted bringing me. She regretted bringing the film crew. I was traipsed around the whole island to see if I could find my house, or where I was supposed to have died. The director even had his researchers knocking on doors, stopping people in the street.”

I think of Alec’s glacial smile. You don’t recognize her? None of you? You don’t recognize little Maggie? All those mutters and exclamations from the bar lounge.

“Wow.”

“He was desperate by then, I reckon. Because they hadn’t found any record of an Andrew on Kilmeray, never mind an Andrew MacNeil. I think he’d gambled on the fact that island parish records are notoriously unreliable, and just the spectacle of it, you know? Of me. Apparently I was scarily convincing.”

“Did anyone find anything?”

“No, at least, I don’t think so. Mum said the locals didn’t exactly make us feel welcome, and we ended up leaving within days. Afterwards, I had nightmares about the whole thing. Mum said I cried for weeks. She never forgave herself for taking me.” I shrug. Mum not being able to forgive herself pretty much defined my childhood. “About six months later, she said I stopped saying that I was Andrew MacNeil. And within a couple of years, it was like it had never happened.” Apart from the nightmares.

“Huh.” Kelly looks at me, swills the remains of whisky in her glass. “So why are you here now? In your emails you said you worked for a women’s magazine and were writing a story. Is that what it’s about?”

I nod, take a surreptitious breath. Get ready to tell my carefully prepared lie, even if I can’t quite look Kelly in the eye while I’m doing it. “The magazine got a new editor in chief a couple of months ago, and he basically said, if the most interesting thing about you is interesting enough, I’ll let you keep your job.”

“Bell-end.”

My smile feels fake. “And I think this is the most interesting thing about me.” That much is true at least.

“Well…” Kelly blinks. “Why didn’t anyone here recognize your name? I mean, I’ve been talking about your booking for weeks.”

“I was Maggie MacKay back then. Mum got married again when I was ten. Anderson is my stepdad’s name. We moved to England before I went to high school.” I don’t mention that the marriage lasted less than one school year. “I’ve lived in London more than half my life. I have an English accent. I’m betting you told everyone that I was English.”

“Yeah, okay. But, I mean, why was everyone so pissed off? And why the hell are they still so pissed off?”

I reach for my glass, look at that instead of Kelly. “Because, when I came here, I didn’t just say that I’d died. That I’d drowned.” I drink until the whisky’s gone. “I said that I’d been murdered.” I look out at the night through one of the small windows. “By one of them.”

“Wow.” And in the following silence, I realize that Kelly has finally run out of things to say.



After Kelly leaves, I make myself eat a few slices of toast, drink some water. I take the pill bottle out of my rucksack, and my fingers only hesitate for a few seconds before they twist open its lid. Also progress. I swallow the pill with the last of the water, sit on the sofa. There’s no signal on my phone, not even one bar, and it’s something of a relief. I can’t phone Ravi even if I want to. I look down at my ring finger, absently rub at the nearly faded white line. I know what he’d think—what he’d say—about all this anyway. I might not have seen or spoken to him in months, but I still know. I can always hear him as if he’s sitting right next to me.

What are you doing, Maggie? What if something happens?

I think of the sharp angles of his cheekbones; how I’d loved to look at him. Even the frown lines on his forehead and around his eyes that I had put there.

“There’s a GP in Stornoway who’s agreed to see me, do all the tests,” I say, staring up at the ceiling. “I’m not on the moon. I’m not on my own.”

Because I am scared something might happen without him. I’m always scared. But after what happened in the hospital with Mum, and after what happened inside Hither Green Crematorium after Mum, I feel different. The flying lines of that diamond rainbow kite did snatch me up and carry me away, and it was more frightening than I’d ever imagined it would be. And I can’t let that fear stay. I can’t live with it anymore. It’s why I’m here. Because, of all the things Mum hated—and she’d hated a very long list of things—she’d hated cowards the most. And Ravi has always made it easy for me to be a coward.

I pull on the long chain around my neck, rub the warmed pink quartz pendant. Think of Mum kneeling by my bed. Pick a hand.

And me picking the right one because I never guessed wrong.

The box had been pink. The bow, white. The chain inside so long, its silver links caught the light as I pulled and pulled it out. Found the quartz pendant at its end.

You’ve been carrying that thing about for months. It’s a miracle you haven’t lost it already.

You said it was just an ugly stone.

The light in her eyes as she shrugged, cupped my face in her hands. It’s your ugly stone.

And then suddenly the memory fades. Mum is lying in another bed. Her smile is gone. The light is gone. The room is in darkness, except for a thread of silver stretching thin across the floor between us. I can hear scratching taps and a low whistling breath, too close. A man’s face looms suddenly out of all that darkness, his smile lopsided, lips hidden under a thick mustache. He touches me with cool fleshy palms, and I flinch as Mum rears up from the bed to throw her bony arms around my neck. I can feel her heartbeat fluttering against the thunder of my own. The wide dark of her open mouth, the black beads of her eyes.

Trust nobody. They all lie. You know it’s true. You know. Please, Maggie. Please. And then that awful serene smile I always hated more—so much more—than her pain.

There are people behind me. Breathing, waiting. Watching. Expectant horror muttered in low rising whispers that prickle my skin, make its hairs stand on end.

And then I’m outside, in yet another place, another time. The silver Lexus comes out of nowhere, ripping Mum’s hands out of mine, yanking me up into the air. A silver-black grille. A windscreen and a face, its mouth a perfect round O. A cliff face of rock and grass, the wind roaring like the sea. And then I’m dropped like a stone, like a diamond kite without any wind.

And I see it. Squatting on the glass-littered road next to Mum’s bed. Next to Mum’s coffin. Bald and grinning with big, crowded teeth. Claws tap-tapping at the ground, scratching black wounds into the asphalt.

Maggie, make it go away!

I jolt awake, nearly fall off the sofa. When I open my fist, the pendant has left indents in my skin, and I push it back inside the collar of my sweater, take long, deep breaths. Massage my aching head. I’m okay. I should meditate. Or do one of Dr. Abebe’s breathing exercises. Instead, I get up and retrieve the whisky from the dining table. Swig straight from the bottle as I wait for my heartbeat to settle again. I look across at the clock on the mantelpiece: the cartoon face of a ginger Highland cow. Five minutes past midnight. Happy birthday to me.

I hear a sound outside. Far too loud in the otherwise quiet. It’s an almost welcome distraction until I’m standing next to the front door and peering out of its small square window. I can see nothing except the silhouette of my head framed by the windswept frizz of my hair. I jump when the door rattles against a sudden gust of wind, and this annoys me enough that I find the courage to open it.

Even though I know there are no streetlights, the blackness of outside is so opaque that it’s a shock all the same. There’s no moon, no stars. I imagine the stone path and the grazing grass immediately ahead. The single-track road and the blanket bog beyond. The vast loom of Terror Mountain; the darker shadow of the Valley of Ghosts. Perhaps it’s the childish, who’s-afraid-of-the-Bogeyman nature of the names—or more likely that I am afraid—that makes me step out of the blackhouse without going back for either my phone or Kelly’s torch.

The wind howls around me as I stand on the path. I turn towards the welcome lights of the farm on the other side of the headland, and something shifts suddenly under my foot, making me lose my balance. I stagger backwards against the open door, grab hold of its frame. I stare down at the ground as I catch my breath, but the light from the mudroom isn’t strong enough to see anything but shadows.

I go back for the torch because I can’t just shut the door and leave whatever is out there on the path. I can never leave anything alone. I always know it’s still there.

The torch is bright. It exposes what I stood on, in alarmingly stark relief against the stone path.

“Jesus.”

It’s two dead birds. Big dead birds. Crows. I creep closer and hunker down. They don’t look like the kind of dead bird you see lying by the side of the road. Their wings are stretched out, heads turned to one side, feet curled into claws. Their tailfeathers are black, but dirty grey everywhere else. Except for the naked shafts of their wings, fanned out like tiny ribs. Their beaks are curved and sharp, their eye sockets deep and oval and empty. I don’t see how they could have been here when Kelly and I arrived at the blackhouse, or even when she left more than an hour later, because beak to tail, they take up almost the whole width of the path.

Do you ever get a bad feeling, Maggie?

I set the torch down, go back into the kitchenette, fish out a bin bag from under the sink, and put on some rubber gloves. I try not to look at the birds again as I pick them up, but I can feel the brittle sharpness of their wings, the cool softness of their bellies as I shove them into the bag. It has to have been an animal. A dog, maybe. Or more likely a cat. A big one. In London, I once saw my neighbor’s Bengal take down a pigeon.

I stand up, look around at the howling darkness, those little square lights in the east, before backing up the path to the doorway.

I stand inside the mudroom and drop the bag onto the floor. I think of waking up from that nightmare of shadows and rock and grass, the roar of the wind. Mum pushing the damp hair away from my forehead, my tear-streaked cheeks. People like us, Maggie, we have to listen to our bad feelings. And I’m so sorry that I didn’t.

And then another, older memory—the memory: sharp, always so sharp, against a background vague and white and forgotten. The squeeze of my fists; the hoarseness of my throat; the hotness of my tears; the hard throb of my feet as if I’d been standing still a long, long time.

I’m Andrew MacNeil. I’m Andrew MacNeil. I’m Andrew MacNeil!

Mum kneeling in front of me, holding my hands, looking up at me with that same light in her eyes, that serene smile. Yes, you are.

And being afraid for the first time—though by no means the last—of that light, that smile. Frightened enough that it sent tremors all the way through me and into her.

I shine my torchlight over the empty path where those birds had been, lying side by side with their wings fanned out and sleek heads touching. Like an arrow pointing straight at the blackhouse.

I’m so sorry that I took you there, baby. I’m so, so sorry.

I switch off the torch. “I’m not here for you, Mum,” I say into the darkness. But I want to shout it. “I’m here for me.”

I blink at the night. The smell of the sea on the wind.

I’m here to prove that twenty-five years ago on this island, a man called Andrew MacNeil was murdered.

I pick up the bag. Shut the door. And lock it.






Chapter 3

I wake up to sunlight streaming through a gap in the curtains. It’s eleven forty-five and freezing cold. I get out of bed, put on thermals under jeans and a hoodie, and open the curtains before shuffling into the kitchenette to make myself a very strong coffee. The sunlight has transformed the large room, turned its varnished pine walls golden-bright.

I feel better after the coffee. Put on my yellow mac and boots. While it’s tempting just to hide in here forever, I know I can’t. I open the cupboard under the sink, look down at that black bag. The sudden certainty that it’s empty is a familiar yet frightening one—far more frightening than finding strange dead birds on your path that weren’t there less than an hour before. Do not allow panic or anxiety to get a foothold, I think in Dr. Abebe’s voice. The first step to trusting yourself is never being afraid to. And it’s this that lets me pick up the bag and open it. I only look long enough to see those brown wing ribs and black underbellies. My relief feels too big, too unwieldy. It reminds me that whatever trust I’ve had in myself—and I’ve never had much—is gone.

I hold the bag stiffly by my side as I open the front door. The path is empty. I don’t lock the door behind me, if only because I want to. The wheelie bins are beside the house; I open the lid of one and throw the bag in with an involuntary shudder. Two black-faced sheep in grimy, shaggy gray coats watch me from the grass.

I can hear faraway shouts out past the road in the west. The distant drone and creak of machinery. Maybe the archaeologists’ diggers. The sheep turn tail and run around to the back of the blackhouse as it starts to rain. I pull up my hood and follow them. I’m not ready for real company just yet.

The wind hits me like a hammer. I can hear the sea; the blackhouse is much closer to it than I realized—there’s no more than maybe forty yards between the house and the edge of the headland. I start walking before I’ve any idea to where, and slow only once I reach the end of the narrow track, and the way grows steeper. The wind and a huddle of cross-looking sheep do an admirable job of keeping me well back from the cliff edge, but the view is staggering all the same. In all directions, the Atlantic Ocean reaches away to the horizon, gray and vast and flat, save for a tiny island in the northeast. I can see nothing at all of the main islands; it’s as if Kilmeray is entirely alone in the world. The ground beyond the track is grassy and muddy, swiftly growing muddier, and as I pass the farm, the only signs of life are yet more sheep sheltering next to its barn. I should probably introduce myself to Kelly’s Very Sexy Will, but, after a moment’s hesitation, I keep on walking.

A fog rolls in from the sea as the rain gets heavier, settling in smoky wreaths that soon obscure my view completely. When the track turns, I follow it gingerly until two solid shapes rise suddenly out of the gloom. I swallow, a little shocked by how easily I’ve become disoriented. The smell of the sea is far stronger; the wind has changed shape and sound, its howl echoing loud and urgent somewhere below me, and I wonder just how close I am to the edge.

The shapes get taller as I creep closer, and when I finally reach them, I see that they’re slabs of stone, evenly spaced and rectangular like gravestones. Behind them is the sharp edge of the cliff, and then beyond, a distant cluster of lights that must be Blairmore. Between both headlands is only that howling, urgent wind and murky space—the impression of a drop so sheer that I’ve no intention of venturing any closer.

I push my wet hair away from my face and hunker down in front of the first stone, weatherworn around its edges, but engraved with intricate swirls and scrolls and inscribed with the words FOR LORNE. And underneath: 9TH APRIL 1994. Its neighbor is taller, sterner, made of hard granite instead of soft sandstone. THE FISHERMAN is chiseled deep and stark across its center.

I glance back at the sea—where the sea used to be before the fog arrived—and all at once, I see myself standing on a cliff edge—a black dress with white spots and striped tights above too-big khaki-green wellies. My little hand stretched towards the disappeared sea, finger pointing. Out there! My heart stutters, mostly in relief. That memory had first come back to me in the Maudsley’s Psychiatric ICU when they started reducing the drugs. Then, it had been a tether, a beacon in the dark. But here, it’s real. A real memory of this place. Perhaps not this cliff. But definitely this place. I let out an undignified screech when something suddenly barrels out of the fog to race around me in excited yips.

“Don’t mind Bonny. She’s too old to keep that up for long.”

Bonny is a black-and-white collie. And sure enough, before her companion even moves into view she settles onto her haunches, head cocked at an angle as she regards me half-kneeling in the mud, my fist still pressed against my chest.

“D’you need a hand?”

I shake my head as I struggle to get up, boots sliding in the mud. The teeth in his smile are crooked, his gray sideburns as thick as the hair that pokes out from under a wide-brimmed tweed cap, his face ruddy and heavily lined. I recognize him from the pub—Kelly’s He’s like a hundred and fifty years old. Has an opinion about everything and everyone. Close to, I realize he’s probably only in his late sixties.

“Charlie MacLeod,” he says, holding out a hand that, when I shake it, is unfathomably warm. Like Kelly’s, his accent is soft and lilting, sounding more Irish than mainland Scottish.

“Maggie Anderson.”

“Aye.” He nods.

The following silence stretches into awkward territory, and I pull the drawstring on my hood tighter. “I was just looking at these stones.”

“Aye.” He lets that one sit for an uncomfortable while too, and then he runs a thick-clubbed finger under his nose. “We’ve a monument to just about everything around these parts.”

“Who are they for?” Because I can feel another awkward silence looming.

Charlie nods at The Fisherman. “Most of us were fishermen around this coast all our lives. I crewed on my father’s boat and then part-owned one of my own, till fishery licenses and quotas pushed us out and let the big corporations in. Used to be so much herring, mackerel, salmon, cod, haddock, and hake around these islands you never imagined anyone would’ve been able to fish them all.” He shakes his head and rainwater runs off the end of his cap. “Sea out there’s taken a great many island men over the years. Rarely gives them back. That stone’s to say we remember them.”

He looks out at the curtains of fog. Runs his finger back and forth against the base of his nose for so long I wonder if we’re done talking to each other. “Little one’s for wee Lorne. Drowned out there at eight years old.”

“God.” I look down at those weatherworn swirls and scrolls. “That’s awful.”

“Aye, well.” Charlie clears his throat. “Sometimes, awful’s part of living.”

Bonny lets out a low whine, and Charlie bends over, scratches her ears. “You been down to Tràigh Shearrag yet, Maggie?”

“Where?”

He straightens, points down to that invisible space where the wind still howls and whistles between this headland and Longness. “Long Stride Beach. I’ll take you down, if you like?”

I battle to keep my hood up as the wind changes direction again, shoves me sideways. “I don’t think—”

“Ach, away,” Charlie says, with a bark of laughter. “No one tell you, if you don’t like the weather in the Outer Hebrides, give it a minute?” He turns and heads back into the fog. “Time and tide wait for no man. And that dog’s never come across a stone, memorial or no, that she hasn’t fancied pissing against, given half a chance. Bonny, come.”



Charlie’s right. By the time we round Ardcraig and clamber down the path to the grass bluffs beyond, the rain has stopped and the fog has lifted. Even the wind is calmer. Charlie’s surprisingly sprightly; he and Bonny climb up onto the bluff’s summit and wait for me to catch up. He reaches down and hauls me up beside him with ease.

The beach below us is deserted. An unexpected paradise of white sand and turquoise sea beneath a vast blue bowl of sky and low-rolling puffs of cloud. There’s no evidence at all of the rainstorm we just battled our way through. The sun comes out as we clamber down through grass and then dunes so deep, I sink almost to my knees in places.

Bonny races away with joyful abandon, leaving tracks in the otherwise untouched sand.

“ ’Course, it’s a bit busier in the summer,” Charlie says, without a trace of irony. “You could probably go swimming in a few weeks, if you’re so inclined. Gulf Stream keeps the Atlantic pretty warm close to this coast, even in winter.” He nods towards the small island I saw from the headland. “Eilean Beag breaks up most of the currents and riptides.”

“It’s beautiful here.”

“Aye.” Charlie sits down on the sand and looks across to where Bonny is running towards a white-frothing wave, before taking fright and racing back to dry land. “Daft dug.”

He reaches inside his anorak, brings out a steel hip flask, and takes a long swallow. When I sit down beside him, he hesitates before passing the flask to me. Despite his interest, there’s a coldness to him, a detachment that’s not unfriendly, but there all the same. As if he and I were different species and the gulf between us too great to even attempt to bridge.

“Navy rum. Always been a fisherman first and a Scotsman second.”

It tastes marginally better than Kelly’s whisky. If nothing else, perhaps it will dilute the hangover I woke up with.

“Eilean Beag,” I say, looking at the little island. “What does it mean?”

Charlie takes back the hip flask, screws it shut. “Eilean is ‘island.’ Beag is ‘wee.’ ”

“And the Gaelic name for Kilmeray—Cill Mer—”

“Cill Maraigh.”

“What does that mean?” I’m acutely aware—and doubtless so is Charlie—that I’m making a painfully clumsy job out of trying to ingratiate myself with at least one of the locals. But, for me, perseverance is often starting down a path and realizing that it’s only going to be more painful to have to turn back.

“Church of Saint Maraigh.” He nods towards a long, narrow headland far distant in the west and still shrouded in dark clouds. “There’s ruins of a thirteenth-century medieval church up on Roeness. ’Course, it’s also derived from Old Norse. Most place-names around here are. Nearly every MacLeod, MacNeil, MacDonald, MacKenzie, or Morrison born on these islands has Scandinavian blood.”

I start a little at the mention of MacNeil, but I make myself pause, try not to sound too suddenly eager. “So you’ve always lived here, then? On Kilmeray?”

“Aye.” He gives me a very narrow-eyed look before turning away.

I smile, frustrated that he didn’t take the bait, and unsure how to steer the conversation in the direction I need it to go.

“So,” Charlie says, watching Bonny, now sitting on the sand, tongue lolling as she looks longingly out at the waves. “This story you’re here to write. Why are you writing it?”

And even though this is exactly what I wanted, I suddenly feel nervous. Because I’m a bad liar. I speak before I think. And somehow, I hadn’t realized that this would be so hard. Not just telling the lies, but remembering them, believing them.

“My boss likes personal accounts,” I say. “Like that American novelist who realized his gran had been poisoning his family her whole life, or the neuroscientist who studied the brain scans of psychopaths and discovered that he was one too.”

I don’t have a job anymore. I quit the magazine the day I left the Maudsley and booked my flight to Glasgow. I’d lost my mum. My fiancé. Myself. Losing my job barely registered at all. My cover story isn’t just a cover story, it’s a means to an end. A way to speak to people who were here. To have them speak to me. To find out the truth. About Andrew MacNeil. About me. And I’m still a writer; maybe that’s the only part of me I’ve managed to hold on to.

I risk a sidelong look at Charlie. “But I think he’s going to be pretty disappointed. I don’t know that I’m going to be writing anything at all.”

“Why’s that?”

“There’s nothing to find out, is there? I did a lot of research before I came here, and all of it matched what the film director found in ’99—or didn’t. Andrew MacNeil’s a pretty common name in the Hebrides. But no Andrew MacNeil has ever been registered on Kilmeray: birth, marriage, death. No Andrew MacNeil has ever registered a croft, peat poll, or fishing boat here either.”

Charlie doesn’t reply. Lifts up a fistful of white sand and runs it through his fingers.

“And even if all I can do is write my story, of coming here as a child, it’s not as if anyone’s going to help me fill in the blanks, is it?” I glance at him again. “I mean, you were in the pub last night.”

“Well.” Charlie huffs out briefly visible breath. “People talk, is all. And, in the general scheme of things, not a great deal new ever happens here.”

“I’m not going to write anything awful, Charlie. If that’s what you think—if that’s what everyone thinks—I’m really not. I just need someone to talk to me.”

He stretches out his legs with a wince. “You know, this place is only beautiful because it’s seen centuries of hardship. It’s only empty and wild because rich men who owned people as much as the land realized they’d get even richer if they replaced tenants with sheep. And because bloated mainland fisheries emptied that sea of everything but shellfish, forcing men who’d fished here for generations to leave too. Christ, even tourists only think they want splendid isolation, and then, more often than not, complain when they get it. I give those new archaeologists a day before they start whingeing about the lack of Wi-Fi in the bunkhouses and the island price of red diesel.” He slides me another almost-smile. “Folk come here to take, Maggie. Rarely to give. Always have.”

“I’m not here to take,” I say. Which I manage to sound remarkably sincere about, considering it’s the worst lie I’ve told so far.

Charlie fixes me with a look, a long look. And then he sighs and gives a very solemn nod. “Wee Lorne was Alec and Fiona MacDonald’s son.”

“God.” I think of Fiona’s pale, freckled face. Alec’s narrow and furious eyes.

“Alec’s an arse. He’s always been an arse—he’s a rigger; spends more than half his life offshore on the BP oil fields west of Shetland—but after Lorne died, he became an arse with an excuse. It’s not you he has a problem with. It’s pretty much everyone.”

“So people might talk to me?”

The surf has picked up. Charlie looks out at the horizon just as a big green wave breaks against the shoreline.

“You ever see a specter ship?”

“What?”

“They’re famous around this coast. People see them all the time. Lost fishing trawlers, lobster boats, yachts. Old steamships bound for Canada.”

I look out at the flat horizon, as if I expect one to spontaneously glide into view.

Charlie pauses, looks down at the palms of his callused hands. “Whole of my thirties, every time I walked west at either dusk or dawn, I used to think I could see a funeral procession walking the Coffin Road alongside me, carrying a black coffin. Always at the corner of my eye; if I looked they were gone. Sometimes I thought I could hear them, like the sound of the wind around the cairn at the top of Ben Wyvis. Got me believing it so much, I stopped going west at all. Thought it meant one day I’d not be making it back to the slipway at Sheltered Bay; one day I’d just be another dead fisherman, another name on a stone with no body under it.” He pauses, clears his throat. “Because somehow, I always knew that black coffin was empty.”

I shiver a little and think of that noise outside the blackhouse last night. How strange those dead birds had looked. Had felt.

“D’you know what a thin place is?” Charlie asks.

“No.”

“It’s Norse and Celtic. Pagan, and then later Christian. A thin place is where they say the distance between this world and other worlds is shortest, the walls thinnest.” He pauses. Scratches the white scruff of stubble on his chin. “Someone told me a long time ago that a thin place is where inside the fence meets beyond the fence. Where order meets chaos. Some folk think thin places are where you can know things, do things, see things that you couldn’t anywhere else.”

“Ghosts?”

“Bòcain.” He shrugs. “Aye.”

And I’m thinking less about his Coffin Road procession than the bony grip of Mum’s fingers, her always furiously certain I know you can see the darkness.

“Kilmeray is a thin place?”

“Supposed to be.”

Which, I notice, in spite of his specter ship and Coffin Road stories, isn’t really a yes.

We both look at the sand, the sea, the sky; listen to the silence beyond the wind and the waves.

“Mum would’ve believed it,” I finally say.

“I remember your mum,” Charlie nods. “She was a good woman.”

Even in the midst of this strange conversation, I almost laugh at that. What Mum would have made of being called a good woman. “You talked to her?”

“Talked to you both. You were like a determined tornado. A tiny wee thing with black wild curls and stick legs that wouldn’t stay still for more than a minute.”

“She just died,” I say, finally giving in to the urge to say it. “Bowel cancer.”

And then there is Dr. Lennon again, with his mustache, squeezing my hands between his cool fleshy palms as Mum sits hunched in a chair, refusing to look at either of us. It’s spread to the lungs and brain. Without treatment, we’re talking months, perhaps only weeks.

“Ach, that’s…” Charlie closes his eyes, shakes his head. “I’m sorry to hear it, lassie.”

I nod. Unclench my fists. Make my spine and shoulders straight. “I really do promise that I’m not here to cause trouble, Charlie.” And although this is not entirely a lie, it’s not the truth either. I will. If I have to.

When he opens his eyes and turns to look at me, he does it with purpose, as if he’s come to some private decision. “When you came here, you and your mum, we didn’t treat you fairly. You were just a wee bairn, and you didn’t deserve it. And it’s only right that you know why.”

My heartbeat picks up, drumming hard enough that I can feel it. “I know why. I was telling anyone and everyone that my name was Andrew MacNeil and that someone on this island had murdered me.”

Charlie’s gaze slips away from mine, and when he shakes his head, something cold turns over in my belly; a frisson of dark excitement. When he takes out his hip flask again and passes it over to me, I accept without comment, drink, and pass it back. The measure he takes for himself is significantly larger, and afterwards, he inhales long and loud before turning to look back at me.

“We lied to you. That was why. Twenty-five years ago, a man did die here. He drowned.” His gaze moves over my shoulder, up towards the bluffs. “And his name was Andrew.”
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