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For Ella, who made me write it, for Angela and Polly, who read it first, and for Marie, whose home inspired it in the first place.











So, my own selkie lass,


Did ye like the flowers? The boy chose them himself. I thought something a bit more special than daffs might be in order but he pointed out that yellow is your favourite colour, and we both know he’s right. So no moaning about me being a cheapskate, ye ken?


Love you.


PS: Bought more beetroot. It is Mother’s Day, after all. Don’t say I never treat you. It’s in the cupboard.













One


The spring sky above the ocean was a bright and brilliant blue, streaked with the occasional wisp of white cloud, as if someone careless had released candyfloss into the North Sea wind. Anna drove to the edge of the cliff, where the road vanished over what seemed to be a blunt edge, and then on past the sign declaring the point beyond which only the cars of residents should pass.


Around her grassy farmland tipped towards the water, until the slope became an angle that not even the cattle could abide. The road cut down and over the cliffs, sinking quickly between green-covered clefts splashed with the paint of wildflowers nodding in the breeze. Halfway down, a precipitous footpath divided itself from the tarmac, a wooden sign pointing the way on foot. The road continued on, curling back on itself in a bend so sharp that Anna wasn’t sure she’d make it, even in her tiny tin-can excuse for a car. Beyond it the village of Crovie unspooled below her to her right, a string of houses clinging like colourful limpets to the wild lip of the narrow shoreline beneath the cliffs.


The road opened out slightly as it reached level ground, backed by one or two wooden huts before it turned into a rocky beach that curved away from the village towards a towering promontory of grass-shrouded red rock. Before her the North Sea stretched into the horizon, the edge of the land crashing down to meet it in overlapping folds that reached far into the softening distance. The tide was out, the road squeezed between the cliffs and a sheer drop down onto a jagged field of wet black rocks and smaller tumbled stones. Anna pulled up and switched off her engine, staring out at the dip and swell of the blue-green expanse ahead and trying to gather her thoughts.


She’d been there less than two minutes before a shadow slanted against her face, swiftly followed by a single, sharp rap on the glass. Through it scowled an old man. Anna wound down the window.


‘Hel—’


‘You canna park here,’ he said. ‘Tis for residents only.’ He turned briefly to shake his cane at the backside of another sign she’d ignored. ‘Tourists have to park at the top an’ walk.’


‘But I am a resident,’ Anna told him. ‘I—’


‘B&B and holiday rentals dinnae count,’ he interrupted, still scowling. ‘Tourists park at the top.’


Anna decided that she was done being at a disadvantage and so unclipped her seat belt and pushed open the door. Once she was on her feet she stood a head over him, yet he remained imposing. His shoulders, hunched now, were still broad and must have once been powerful. Lines traced around his eyes and mouth, deep creases weathered by a life probably lived largely outdoors.


‘I’m not a tourist,’ she said. ‘I’m a resident. A permanent one. I’ve bought the Fishergirl’s Luck.’ Anna tried for a smile and put out a hand. ‘It’s nice to meet you, Mr…’


He recoiled as if she was holding out something offensive, then looked her up and down with clear contempt. ‘You?’ he hissed. ‘You’re the one?’


‘I… yes. My name’s Anna. Anna Campbell. I—’


He shocked her by turning away and spitting violently at the ground. ‘That bloody place,’ he said, ‘Auld Robbie should ha’ let the ruddy sea tek it.’ Then he turned his back and began to hobble away, faster than she would have given him credit for.


‘Wait,’ she called, after a moment. ‘Please, I don’t want to get off on the wrong foot. Can’t we talk, just for a minute?’


He didn’t stop. Anna watched his retreating back with a sense of dread. She leaned against the car, feeling suddenly defeated. She hadn’t even been here five minutes and her worst fears had been realized. This wasn’t going to be a haven. No one was going to want her here. A wave of nausea coiled up through her gut and she took a deep breath, drawing in a lungful of salt air. Overhead the gulls screeched and wheeled and for a moment it seemed to her that they were laughing.


Of course they are, she thought. What were you thinking? Why didn’t you go abroad, like Cathy suggested? You could have just rented a cottage in Spain, or Italy, somewhere warm. Why here? Why buy the damn place at all? Why?


After a moment Anna dropped her hand and squared her shoulders, regarding the village. The single row of houses had been built on a narrow curve of sloping ground beneath a rolling bank of green cliffs. Between them and the shore there was no road, just a concrete path that edged the sea wall. On occasion, she had read, a stray wave had dragged the unwary out to sea and in high tide or during storms this route was often impassable. The idea of this had seemed both extraordinary and romantic as she’d read about it, but now, faced with the reality, Anna realized that though the former was true, the latter most definitely wasn’t. Most of the houses had been built with their gables pointing towards the sea. Here, survival against the elements was more important than a view.


This little line of homes made up the village of Crovie. Anna had bought the smallest one of all. She could see it from where she stood. It looked – it was – little more than a stone shed, standing directly on the sea wall halfway down the village, its back to the North Sea and its face to the other houses and the cliff. The path that had now revealed itself to be terrifying rather than romantic was Anna’s only route to the home she had bought, sight unseen, because it was better than staying another month, another week, another day in Geoff’s pristine Kensington penthouse.


‘Idiot,’ she muttered to herself. ‘Anna, you complete and utter idiot.’


Still, there was nothing for it now but to go and collect the keys. Anna locked her car door and took a deep breath before striking out towards her new home.


The last building in the village, the one nearest the road, wasn’t a house at all, she realized. The gable end was whitewashed and faded into the grubby paint were large grey letters proclaiming it as the Crovie Inn. There were old menus still taped up in the windows, but it had obviously been shut for some time. Anna wondered where the nearest pub was now and thought it was probably at Gardenstown, another coastal village that was situated across the large natural bay in the Moray Firth on which Crovie had also been built. Anna turned to see it emerging now, across the gently chopping water and beyond the monolith of rock that truncated the far end of the rocky beach. Gardenstown spilled down a wide cleft in the cliffs, zig-zagging in steps until it reached the bay and harbour below, both of which, though not large, dwarfed Crovie’s by comparison. In fact, Crovie’s harbour was really no more than a little pier with moorings for a few boats, though the single one there now was a battered-looking wooden dinghy sitting precariously atop a forest of rocks as it waited for the tide to turn.


No wonder most of the buildings here were holiday homes, Anna thought. Who in their right mind would live here permanently by choice? Even now, in the brightest sunshine of spring and when the sea was calm, it was a forbidding prospect: fascinating, yes, but a place to visit, surely not to stay. She knew, also from her reading, that it had been established in the wake of the Clearances. The first people to live here full time had done so because they’d had nowhere else to go and this was one of the few places the English had no use for. As a result Crovie had seemed to her from a distance to be a symbol of something beyond how cruel the powerful can be. Of what, she wasn’t entirely sure. Ingenuity? Tenacity? Hope? Or was it because she had nowhere to go either?


Idiot, she thought again. Idiot.


Then, before her, there it was. The Fishergirl’s Luck. It was the name that had caught her attention as much as the setting. It was painted on a letterbox to the left of the door, below the single square window. The door itself was painted a cornflower blue that matched the sky above the small building’s roof, a cheery colour despite the fact that it was beginning to peel slightly in the strong salt wind.


Anna stared at her new front door. The For Sale posting had featured photographs of the interior, but right now all she could remember of them was a tiny wooden staircase leading to an attic room scarcely big enough for a single bed, and a sense of compact cosiness that could easily be put down to estate agent trickery with a camera. Looking at the dimensions of the place, it couldn’t be more than one room downstairs. It really was a shed – it must have been converted from something originally built as storage.


Anna tried not to panic. It had water and electricity. It had a shower, for goodness’ sake, it wasn’t a hovel. Just because from the outside it looked like a shack didn’t mean it would be one inside. The peeling paint of the door meant nothing. She’d grown too accustomed to living in show homes, that was all: apartments with space and taste but no character.


Steeling herself, she rapped on the door, hard. The letter the estate agent had enclosed from the seller had told her he’d meet her here to hand over the key. It wasn’t an arrangement that would have happened in London, but then this wasn’t London and besides, Anna herself had no previous first-hand experience of house buying. That had always been Geoff’s department, in the same way that the places she’d followed him to over the past two decades had always been his choices, steadily growing more opulent as his star had ascended, but never expanding enough to make more room for her than one side of the wardrobe, one side of the bathroom sink.


The wind caught at her hair as Anna waited. She noticed for the first time that on one side of the Fishergirl’s Luck there was an empty stretch of concrete, wider than the pathway and enclosed from it by a rickety little fence and gate. A garden, of sorts, though one that would surely be drowned by each high tide and therefore not suitable for plants, or indeed anything much at all.


Two minutes passed; three, and there was no answer. Perhaps Robert MacKenzie was as deaf as a post. What had that old curmudgeon at the harbour called him? ‘Auld Robbie’? If they were contemporaries, it could certainly be true.


She knocked again and heard a door creak open, though the sound came from behind her. Anna turned to see a woman in her early sixties with short-cropped silver hair and smile lines around her eyes looking out at her from the house directly opposite.


‘Are you looking for someone?’ the woman asked, her accent as lacking in the Scots burr as Anna’s own.


‘I’m supposed to be meeting someone here,’ Anna told her, raising her voice against another sudden gust of wind. ‘Robert MacKenzie?’


The woman looked doubtful. ‘He doesn’t live in Crovie,’ she said, pronouncing it as ‘Crivvie’. ‘He definitely said to meet him here?’


‘I – yes,’ Anna said, the general weariness imparted by the past few weeks catching up with her all at once. ‘I – this is my house. I’m supposed to be moving in today, he needs to give me the key…’


‘Oh!’ The woman exclaimed. ‘Of course! You’re Anna Campbell.’


‘Yes,’ Anna said, a little taken aback.


‘Old Robbie said you’d be coming,’ she said, ‘but I’d thought it wasn’t until next week. It’s not like him to be late, perhaps the boat’s been called out.’


Anna had no idea what the woman was talking about.


‘He’s on the lifeboat roster out of Macduff,’ her neighbour clarified, with a smile at Anna’s blank look. ‘If they got a call he may not have had a chance to make alternative arrangements for you. I can call Barbara, she’ll know. Why don’t you come in and I’ll put the kettle on? You look as if you could use a cup of tea.’


For one brief, unbalanced moment Anna thought she might actually burst into tears.


‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Yes. Yes, please. Thank you.’


‘I’m Pat, by the way,’ the woman said, as she stood back to usher Anna in. ‘Pat Thorpe.’










Two


Pat Thorpe’s home bore the name of the Weaver’s Nook. It was spread over three levels that reached back against the cliff, the original builder tapping a well of ingenuity to make a comfortably spacious home in this unforgiving place. The front door was up a short flight of stone steps to one side, where a small patio housed a rattan table and chairs.


‘We take guests in through there,’ Pat told Anna, ‘but you and I will use what my husband calls the “tradesmen’s entrance”.’


This was the door that Pat had opened in order to speak to Anna. Inside it was a narrow passageway, which on one side housed a door through which Anna could see a tiny WC. Ahead was another door, which Pat pushed open and walked through to reveal a large, warm kitchen. The floor was laid with grey flags, the walls had been taken back to their original stone and then rendered and painted white. In one wall a well-sized hearth housed a wood-burning stove. The rest of the room was taken up with beautiful units painted a sunny yellow and a big oak table surrounded by sturdy chairs. Pat filled the kettle and flicked it on, telling Anna to take a seat before going up a flight of steep wooden stairs to use the telephone. Anna listened to the murmur of her voice filtering down from above as she looked around. Against one wall was a dresser full of what looked like hand-thrown pottery, each piece glazed with a wash of glorious colour.


Robert MacKenzie had, in fact, been called out with the lifeboat, to aid a struggling pleasure boat that had set out from Lossiemouth and had run into trouble in the busy shipping lanes of the Firth.


‘It shouldn’t be too hard a call to set right,’ Pat said, as she busied herself making tea. The kitchen smelled of the fresh shortbread that was cooling on the rack beside the huge range cooker. ‘With any luck he’ll be here soon enough. Although I can imagine that the last thing you want is to be watching your P’s and Q’s with a new neighbour on moving day. You must be tired.’


‘A bit,’ Anna admitted, with a smile. ‘And as it happens, I’ve already failed on that front.’


‘Oh?’


‘I met an old man as I came in,’ Anna explained. ‘Didn’t want me to park in the residents’ area.’


‘Ahh,’ Pat said. ‘Carried a cane? Looked as if he could have gone ten rounds with Tyson back in the day?’


‘That sounds about right.’


‘Douglas McKean,’ Pat said, with a sigh. ‘Oh dear. Don’t take it personally. It’s not about you, it’s about the Fishergirl’s Luck. Some dispute over ownership that goes back literally decades. He hated Bren because of it too. Although to be honest, I don’t think there’s a soul on this earth that man actually likes. Except Old Robbie, perhaps. Douglas is the last of the Crovie born and bred and he’s got a chip on his shoulder about us incomers. I should sympathize, I suppose, but I don’t, really. He works hard at being unpleasant.’


Anna smiled, obscurely relieved to hear she wasn’t the sole focus of the old man’s anger. ‘How long have you lived here?’


‘Frank and I bought the business about fifteen years ago. It was our retirement plan. Perhaps not the best idea we’ve ever had, but I can’t imagine living anywhere else now.’


‘Business?’


Pat offered Anna the plate of shortbread. ‘We run this place as a B&B in season and we’ve also got another one of the houses further along as a self-catering rental. That’s where Frank is now, doing a bit of fixing up. Both get quieter every year, but then again, we’re not as young as we were so that’s perhaps for the best. We love it here, though. But you, Anna – what brings you to Crovie?’


‘Oh,’ Anna said, looking down into her mug. ‘It’s a long story. Actually, no – it’s not long at all. It’s just not a particularly interesting or unique one. My father died and left me some money at about the same time that a long – very long – relationship finally fizzled out. I realized I was about to hit forty with nothing to my name but what would fit in my dad’s old car. I was looking through my parents’ photo albums as I packed up their house. They’d done a driving tour of Scotland for their honeymoon and there was a picture of them in Crovie. It seemed such an amazing place that I looked it up online, and that’s how I found the Fishergirl’s Luck. I bought it on impulse, because after selling Mum and Dad’s place I could afford it without a mortgage and I needed somewhere to live. I vaguely thought it would be a fresh start…’ She looked up at Pat with a lopsided smile. ‘Not the best idea I’ve ever had, either.’


‘Ach, don’t say that,’ Pat said. ‘You’ve not even been inside yet. Bren loved that place and I for one will be glad to see it occupied again.’


‘Bren,’ Anna said. ‘Was she the previous owner?’


‘Oh yes. No one else has ever lived in the Fishergirl’s Luck, until now. Converted it herself decades ago – bought the building from her father out of the money she saved as a herring lassie in her younger days. Well, that’s how she told it, although if you were inclined to listen to Douglas McKean he’d tell you that she cheated him out of it somehow. She was a remarkable woman. Lived there alone all her life. Died – oh, it’d be five years ago now. Ninety-five, she was, and looking after herself perfectly well right until she went to sleep and didn’t wake up. The place has been empty since then. I don’t think Old Robbie could face letting go of it really, to tell you the truth. They were close.’


There came the sound of the ‘tradesman’s’ door opening and closing.


‘Ahh, here’s Frank,’ Pat said, standing up as a figure appeared in the kitchen doorway.


Frank Thorpe turned out to be a tall, well-built man in his mid-sixties, with the sort of face that looked as if it were laughing even when it wasn’t. He was carrying a curtain pole in one hand and a drill case in the other, and when he saw his wife he grinned as if the sight of her was something he’d been looking forward to for weeks. Anna went to stand up, and the smile took her in too.


‘Ah ha!’ he exclaimed. ‘So the visitor is ours! I wondered whose car it was.’


‘This is Anna, Frank. The new owner of Bren’s place,’ Pat told him, as Anna got to her feet.


Frank leaned the curtain pole against one of the cabinets before taking her hand and shaking it. ‘Very good, very good,’ he said, with a bright enthusiasm. ‘Well then, lass, welcome to Crovie.’ He held up the Makita. ‘You need anything done in that little place of yours, here’s where you come, all right?’


‘Thank you,’ Anna said, smiling.


‘Poor thing’s arrived just when Old Robbie’s got a call out, and she can’t get the key,’ Pat told her husband, as she poured an extra mug of tea and set it down for him.


‘Well, I can pick the lock for you, if you like,’ Frank suggested, his eyes twinkling as he sat and pulled his mug towards him.


Anna blinked. ‘Oh. I—’


‘Oh, Frank, behave,’ Pat chided. ‘The poor woman doesn’t want to know that her nearest neighbour counts that as one of his skills, does she?’


‘It’s only a hobby, promise you,’ Frank told her. ‘I’ve done it before for Bren, as it happens – a few years back she dropped her key in a squall and whoosh! Off it went over the sea wall, and you can forget about getting a locksmith around these parts, at least before kingdom come. So I let her in until Old Robbie could arrive with a spare.’


‘Robert MacKenzie,’ Anna said, seizing on a safer subject, ‘he’s who I bought the place from. I suppose he must have been a relative of Bren’s, if he inherited?’


‘Her nephew once removed, or some such,’ Pat said. ‘Relations around here are tangled and mysterious. Everyone’s related to everyone else in some way or other.’


‘I think I’d better wait until he can get here himself,’ Anna said. ‘I don’t want to offend anyone else.’


‘Douglas McKean,’ Pat said, in answer to the eyebrows that Frank raised at her across the table.


‘Ahh, that old gasbag,’ Frank said. ‘Ignore him. You’ve got nowt to worry about where Old Robbie’s concerned – he’s one of the good ones. Do anything for anyone, he will, hence him still being on the lifeboat despite the fact that it’s long past time he mustered out. He’ll not fret if I get that door open for you. And anyway, the Fishergirl’s Luck is yours now, in’t it? Do what you like with the place.’


‘Don’t let him niggle you into it, Anna love,’ said Pat, getting up to flick the kettle on again. ‘Frank’s looking for an excuse to show off, that’s all. Fancies himself as a criminal in a past life, when he’s really softer than whipped cream.’


Frank grimaced and rolled his eyes at Anna before further taking advantage of his wife’s turned back by reaching for a handful of biscuits.


‘You needn’t be making that face, Frank Thorpe,’ Pat said. ‘And if you think you’re eating all of those before dinner, you’ve got another thing coming.’


Frank sighed extravagantly. ‘Once a teacher, always a teacher, eh? Eyes in the back of your head.’


‘No choice with you around, is there?’


Anna listened to this exchange with a smile on her face, though a curious pang had worked its way into her heart. It felt familiar, though it wasn’t the sort of relationship she and Geoff had ever had. Anna found herself going back to her early years, when her mother had still been alive and her father had been young. They had been happy, her parents, right up until the blip on the hospital screen that had reduced first her mother’s life expectancy and then, eventually, her father’s optimistic nature. Anna stared at her fingers as they gripped her mug. She was older now than her mother had been when the cancer had taken hold, and what did she have to show for it? A career that had been permanently truncated in favour of a man who had never loved anything but himself, and the deeds to a house no larger than a shoebox, in a place she had no roots.


She became aware of silence and glanced up to see Pat and Frank looking at each other, as if they’d been speaking to her and received no response.


‘Sorry,’ she said, rubbing a hand over her face. ‘I zoned out there for a moment. It’s been a long few days.’


‘I bet it has,’ Pat said sympathetically.


‘You know,’ Anna went on, looking up at Frank. ‘Maybe I will take you up on your lock-picking offer. If you really don’t think it’ll offend Mr MacKenzie?’


‘It won’t,’ Frank said confidently. ‘We’ll call Barbara and let her know you’ve managed to get in so he doesn’t have to come over when he lands. He’ll be relieved, I bet.’










Three


Shortly afterwards, Anna stood by as Crovie’s answer to the Pink Panther fiddled with the lock on her new front door. There was no sign of any other human movement in the village at all. The wind was getting up as the light began to tip towards dusk, dashing foamy waves against the sea wall so that they split against the stone with a noise somewhere between a hiss and a sigh. Overhead the gulls cried and cried, circling on air currents as turbulent and as unseen as a riptide. Anna’s gaze followed the staggered line of houses until they curved out of sight, melding with the rock. The grassy cliffs were changing colour in the early evening sun, turning to gold as the light trembled against them, making shadows out of all their ragged edges. Crovie seemed to her as if it were caught between two tides, and the cliffs were not cliffs at all but another wall of water, about to crash down to meet the sea at the exact point where she now stood.


‘Gotcha!’ Frank exclaimed, and the door of the Fishergirl’s Luck popped open with a slight metallic twang. He looked up at her with a beam on his face.


‘Thank you so much,’ Anna said, relieved beyond belief.


‘You’re welcome. Can I help you with your boxes?’


‘There’s really not much to move. I’ll be fine now. I’m just going to… explore for a bit, first.’


Frank nodded and stepped back, apparently understanding her need to cross alone through a door he knew but she didn’t. ‘Well then, give us a knock if you need anything. We’ll be away to bed at around eleven, but any time before that, all you have to do is shout. A hand, a hammer, tea, chocolate, wine, whisky or company – whatever you need. All right?’


Anna smiled. ‘Thank you – again. I didn’t expect to meet such lovely neighbours so quickly.’


Frank shrugged. ‘No call to be any other sort now, is there? We’re glad you’re here, love. If this place needs anything, it’s new life. Why don’t you pop over for breakfast tomorrow? Nine thirty. If we see you, we see you. If we don’t, that’s fine too.’


He left her then. Anna stood on the step of the cottage, one hand on the open door. She took a deep breath and pushed at it, stepping inside and then closing it behind her. Directly inside the door was another, forming a tiny vestibule, the walls of which had been built from pitch pine. Behind her, she could still hear the wind, but ahead of her the air was still, the hall space acting as an airlock against the weather outside.


Anna pushed open the second door and a waft of stale air rolled out to meet her. The space beyond was gloomy, though a faint light was being cast by the small windows. She fumbled for the light switch and flipped it on, frozen in the doorway as she looked around in the harsh glare from overhead. Even from where Anna stood it was obvious that no one had been inside the Fishergirl’s Luck for quite some time. Dust eddied in the air and had settled on every available surface, leaving a grey film that made everything dull.


She had paid the asking price on the understanding that she could keep the furniture and fixtures, because she had none of her own and the impracticalities of Crovie’s geography made buying anything new a challenge. The solicitor had warned her that the Fishergirl’s Luck would need ‘updating’, but at the time Anna had thought it was the best way to deal with the situation. Now, though, she saw that it meant she’d been left with a load of old junk. The main room – the living area – spread out to her left. Beneath the window that looked out onto the path was a saggy two-seat sofa in coarse blue fabric, stuffing pluming from the ends of its worn arms, and in front of that was a pine coffee table, grubby with dust. Two lumpy-looking armchairs stood the other side, upholstered in orange and brown fabric that looked as if it might have been fashionable in the 1970s. All this was arranged side-on to a hearth built into the far left wall, which housed a tiny wood burner. The staircase Anna remembered so vividly from the photographs was stuck in the far corner, next to the hearth and disappearing up to the second floor against the wall that backed on to the ocean. As Anna regarded it now, it seemed a lot less like a cute and quirky architectural feature and a lot more like a death trap. Under her feet was a threadbare blue carpet that didn’t quite match the colour of the sofa, even though it seemed about the same age.


Directly in front of her, beginning under the low reach of the stairs and finishing at the cottage’s right external wall, was the kitchen. Anna had checked the listing, and knew that the Fishergirl’s Luck had an oven, a sink and a fridge, all arranged on a tiled oblong of floor. At the time, that was all she had cared about – when she’d walked out of Geoff’s life she wasn’t sure she’d ever want to go back into a kitchen at all, at least not beyond making herself toast or the occasional microwave meal. Now though, she was taken by surprise at her sense of dismay as she contemplated the space. Sure, there were shelves and cupboards. There were worktops, and even a ‘dining table’, if that was the right term for a little pine bench built to fit under the slope of the stairs with two stools pushed beneath it. But the whole was so very tiny that it would have slotted into the lift back at Geoff’s place, and as she looked at it now Anna couldn’t imagine even wanting to make toast here, let alone anything else.


To her right, a second door slanted away at an angle and joined another sturdy wooden partition, cutting off the corner between the hallway and the external wall. Inside was the bathroom: a tiny corner power shower, a sink and a white toilet, all of which mercifully seemed clean – in fact, it seemed a lot more modern than the rest of the house – but was still covered with a film of dust.


Closing the bathroom door again, Anna turned round and crossed the floor in something of a daze. It took less than six paces for her to fetch up against the old Belfast sink of her new ‘kitchen’. Above it was the only window in the entire building that looked out towards the sea. It was barely bigger than a 10x8 photo frame, with small shutters that were presumably meant to guard against wave damage. Anna gripped the cold porcelain, feeling the grit of more dust beneath her fingers, and looked out at the green-grey waves.


‘Oh God,’ Anna muttered. ‘What have I done?’


Come on now, my girl, said a familiar voice in her head. Don’t write it off yet.


Her eyes filled with tears. Dad.


It was what he’d said to her on the day he’d helped move her into her digs for her first job out of catering college. That was almost twenty years ago now, but still remained vivid in Anna’s memory. They had arrived to find, not her dream of an airy apartment that looked out into the bustle of London, but a hot, cramped attic room stuck right at the top of the West End hotel. The only window was an ancient skylight that she could barely reach even standing on a chair. The room came free with the job, though, which Anna had thought would be perfect. Her dad hadn’t really wanted her to take it, she’d known that – but she’d already been following Geoff, even then.


‘Do your own thing, darling,’ he’d said, when she’d told him about the commis chef position in the kitchen. ‘Don’t choose this job because he’ll be there. What about that place in Lancaster, that chef who told you he’d have something good for you when he opened? It sounded like you’d be doing more than scrubbing carrots all day if you went there.’


‘But it’s London, Dad,’ she’d argued. ‘Geoff says—’


‘Anna, I don’t care what Geoff says. Last month he was a student, same as you. Why should he know any better?’


‘He’s so talented,’ Anna remembered saying. ‘He’s going to be a star. I know he is.’


‘And what about you, Anna?’ he’d asked her. ‘When are you going to get to shine?’


Anna had rolled her eyes. ‘Winning some little competition doesn’t make me the next big thing, Dad,’ she’d said.


‘Did Geoff tell you that, too?’ her dad had asked. ‘Because you beat him in that competition. I remember that, even if he’d rather everyone else forgot. And “Young Chef of the Year” doesn’t sound too little to me, Anna.’


‘You don’t know anything, Dad,’ Anna said. ‘This is in London. Anyway, I love Geoff, and Geoff’s there.’


I should have listened to you, Anna thought, wiping her eyes. Her dad had tried to present another perspective right up until she’d point-blank told him she was going, and that was it. After that, he’d supported her all the way. He might not have agreed with her choice, but once she’d made it he’d been her rock, the same as always. He’d always tried to help her see her way through, to make the best of all her decisions.


You’re here now, he might have said, had he been standing there with her in the Fishergirl’s Luck. Might as well see the rest of it, eh?


Anna climbed the stairs gingerly and with a distinct sense of apprehension, but it seemed they were far sturdier than she had thought. The top two steps turned towards a small open space, partially taken up by a wardrobe that had been built against the gable wall over the stove below. There was a little window that overlooked the path outside, allowing in a bit of light. To the left of the last step, a wall divided what Anna assumed would have once been an open loft. Beyond the door in its centre, a single bed took up the right-hand side of the space. She was surprised – and puzzled – to note that on top of the bed was a new mattress, still wrapped in its plastic covering.


On the left was a low set of drawers that had been built to run the short length of the tiny room, providing shelf space on top. At the end, in the gable wall, was the biggest window the Fishergirl’s Luck possessed, arched to fit the space and barely an inch above the floor. This, too, had shutters. It also had an old muslin curtain that softened the gleaming light of the dipping sun. Other than that, the room was empty of anything but dust.


Anna sat on the edge of the bed, feeling the mattress and its plastic crackle beneath her. How could she live here? She’d done exactly the same as with that horrible room she’d spent three years in when she’d first moved to London – she’d daydreamed something that didn’t exist. Of course it didn’t! How did she imagine she could pay the pittance that she had for this place and end up with anything better? It was exactly as Geoff had often said, she had no grasp on reality. Stop writing cheques your brain can’t pay for. Accept your limitations for once, why don’t you?


She’d spend one night here, Anna decided, because she was too tired to go and find somewhere else to stay, but that was it. At least there was a fresh mattress for her to sleep on, and the one thing she had bought before coming was a new duvet and pillows.


As Anna walked back through the village she noticed that outside some of the houses was a kind of low wooden barrow, with two wheels and handles for pushing or pulling it along. Each had a number painted on it that corresponded to the house number to which it belonged. When she got to her car, she saw an area at the back of the small parking space, beside the recycling bins, that held more of these little vehicles. Right at the front was one painted with the name of the Fishergirl’s Luck. It was to make transporting goods along the sea wall to each house easier, Anna realized. Another ingenious invention that made living somewhere so inaccessible a little more manageable.


She didn’t bother pulling her barrow out. After all, she only wanted a few things from the back of her car. The rest could stay there, because otherwise she’d only have to put everything back in again when she left tomorrow.


Anna found the box with her bedding in it and pulled it out. Then, after hesitating for a second, she found another box – they were all carefully labelled, even though she’d had so little to pack – and slit it open. There, on the top, was a photograph in an old silver frame, a gateway to a happier past. She’d been about four when it was taken, during a family holiday on a beach somewhere, probably in Wales. She was on her father’s shoulders, chubby white legs dangling down over his chest. Anna was holding an ice cream, which had melted all over her fingers and was about to drip into her father’s hair. Her mother was trying to catch it, gripping her husband’s arm with one hand as she stood on tiptoe, stretching out an open palm to stop the drip. They were both laughing, and it had always struck Anna that it said a lot about them as a family, that this was the photograph her parents had chosen as worthy of a frame and a place on the mantelpiece. It had been the first thing she had reached for when she went in to clear the house in the wake of her dad’s death. It spoke to her of a simple happiness she had not yet attained in adult life, and now doubted she ever would.


Taking the photograph, her bedding and a bag of groceries, Anna went back to her tiny house. She dumped the shopping on one of the worktops, climbed the stairs and propped the photograph beside the bed. She took off her shoes, and then tugged open the plastic that covered the mattress. Sinking onto it, she pulled her duvet to her, not caring that she was still in her clothes, the bed was not properly made and that she had not eaten since breakfast. She fell asleep to the sound of the waves crashing around the feet of the Fishergirl’s Luck.










Four


Anna woke to darkness, disoriented and hungry. For a moment she had no idea where she was. Then the sound of the sea brought her back to Crovie, to the Fishergirl’s Luck and to herself. She got up to turn on the light, stumbling from beneath the tangle of duvet, her bare feet touching the chill of the wooden floor. She searched the edges of the unfamiliar doorframe until her fingers found the switch, then blinked blindly in the stark light until she could focus enough to read the watch still on her wrist. It was almost five o’clock in the morning.


Downstairs, the cottage was cold, but there was no wood for the burner (and besides, she hadn’t any matches). Although there was an electric heater under the staircase and another upstairs in the bedroom, Anna wasn’t yet awake enough to work out how to turn them on. She shuffled into the kitchen instead, collecting the bag of groceries she’d dumped there the night before. It was only the basics: bread, tea, milk, butter, jam, cheese, eggs, salt and pepper. Anna stared at the oven with distinct misgiving, wondering how bad it would be inside. When she finally opened the creaking door, though, she was relieved to find it nowhere near as in need of cleaning as she had expected. Anna lit the grill and pushed two slices of bread beneath it. Then she went to make tea and realized she didn’t have a kettle. Or a mug, for that matter. Water would have to do, if she could find something to put it in and the pipe wasn’t coming straight out of the sea. Toast made, Anna sank onto the sofa and ate mechanically, staring at the ceiling, feeling blank and unreal.


Anna realized that the double wooden beams above her head had been turned into storage space. In between each of the struts that held the second floor in place was a uniform five-inch gap, and in one corner there was still a book tucked into the space, lying lengthways on its cover. Anna stood and reached up to pull it out. It was an old notebook, bound in soft brown leather, and Anna opened it to discover page after page of recipes in cramped, neat handwriting. She wondered if it had belonged to the previous owner, Bren, and whether it had been left there deliberately when the MacKenzie man had cleared the place of the old woman’s belongings, or if it had just been missed. After all, her own grandmother’s recipe book was a precious thing, made even more so by the memories Anna had of the times she had spent with her mother as a young child, cooking recipes from its pages. Every time she used it now, Anna felt as if she knew a little more about her grandmother, who had passed before Anna was born. It helped her feel close to her mother, too, though she’d been gone for most of Anna’s life.


Bren’s recipe book should be a similar heirloom, and Anna made a mental note to make sure it made its way back to ‘Old Robbie’. Perhaps he had children and grandchildren who could cook from it together and in so doing remember the woman who had owned the notebook. It seemed a shame that recipes compiled so carefully should be lost. In some places there were little sketches that must have been done by Bren herself, and in others, tiny notes in an even smaller, neater hand, annotating the recipes. The notebook was a beautiful thing, and deserved to be looked after. Anna put it on the coffee table and finished her toast.


Feeling drained and fuzzy but aware there wasn’t much chance she’d sleep again, Anna decided to go for a walk. The front door would be fine on the latch for ten minutes, which was all she was going to need to traverse the length of the village and back again. Besides, the inner door had a key that she could turn and take with her.


Outside, Anna paused on the step and let the brisk wind snatch at her face and hair as she decided whether to start left or right. Left was what she chose, on the basis that it led to the end of Crovie she had yet to visit. The morning light, which in London would be a dirty, cloying grey even this early in the day, was crisp and bright, though half the village was still in the heavy shadow of the cliff. The tide had come in and was lapping high against the sea wall, tinted somewhere between azure and turquoise, its power shrouded in the quiet wash of waves. Anna took a deep breath, filling her lungs with the salted air, and struck out. She had always been an early riser, a fortunate trait in her line of work. She looked at her watch again and realized that in that other life she would have been on her way to the restaurant by now, ready to spend another long split-shift at her station, the only glimpse of the outside world the infrequent five-minute breaks snatched in the alley where they kept the bins. But she wasn’t there, and never would be again.


Anna took in the houses as she passed, surprised to realize that in a few places where the rise of the cliff was less precipitous, concrete steps staggered up between dwellings to reach additional homes built close behind. There were gardens, too, spaces where the grasses had been left to grow, creating soft slopes where the wildflowers prospered – the blue heads of harebells; the hardy white of daisies; the purple of vetch and thistle; a cheery little yellow flower for which Anna had no name. The houses altered as the far end of the village narrowed towards the encroaching cliff. Here they were smaller, mostly single-storey dwellings, or with additional windows built into the attic space. Their open faces turned towards the unforgiving ocean instead of towards each other. They were still bigger than the Fishergirl’s Luck, but not by much, and Anna tried to imagine what they must have been like inside when they were first built. Poky, cramped, cold, damp. It is amazing what people get used to, she thought. Amazing what people can survive.


No one seemed to live in any of these properties now, or at least not full-time. Most of them had signs or posters in the window, advertising them as holiday cottages to curious tourists who, like her, had wandered far enough to see them. The cliff reared up behind them, pressing in like an unsavoury stranger in a crowd. There was something else, too – an absence she could not put her finger on until she looked up and realized there were no gulls wheeling about overhead. Even the seabirds were staying away.


She caught the faint smell of dank decay. Looking up at the cliff again, Anna saw that here it was smeared with scars, old marks where the grass and earth overlying the sheer rock had shifted and slipped. Some of the houses below had obviously been affected. One had the unnaturally dark windows peculiar to abandoned dwellings. Another had curtains at its cobwebbed windows, and a blue tarpaulin was secured over its rear wall, its edges fluttering slightly in the dawn breeze. A piece of rusted guttering hung loose beneath it, torn away from its original position.


At the very end of the village, where the cliff jutted out into the bay with a curve too violent to house anything save the birds, a little open patch of grass was surrounded by a low stone wall. Three benches gave places to sit. Anna chose the one that would let her look back along the entire curve of Crovie, the village’s colours brightening as the early morning sun rose. In front of her was a pole that marked the last of the village’s communal drying lines. At the edge of the sea wall, thick wooden stakes had been cemented directly into the path, and between these were strung lines that, back in the day, would have served to dry the fisherman’s nets, or hold them while they were mended before the season began. Now the lines were clearly used for drying domestic washing when the weather was good enough, because as early as it was, some had sheets and clothes pegged to them. As Anna sat, enjoying the smell of the sea and the lap of the outgoing tide, a figure walked towards her along the path. For one terrible moment she thought it was Douglas McKean, and her heart sank. If it was, there would be no way to avoid him, and Anna did not want to start a new day with another earful from the old man. But as the figure drew closer she saw that it was a woman with white hair that drifted around her lined face like a cloud. She was clearly on a mission, putting one foot in front of the other with determined speed. When she reached the little park where Anna sat, she smiled a brief hello, but didn’t slow. Instead she stretched out one gnarled hand to grasp the washing line support and then walked around it in a tight circle, twice.


‘It’s tradition,’ the woman declared, as round she went, and then pointed at something painted on the pole. ‘See? South Pole. North Pole. Got to go around twice.’


‘Oh, I—’ Anna began, but before she had a chance to say anything else the woman smiled again and marched away, back the way she had come.


Anna looked at the stake and realized that yes, it was painted on one side with the words ‘North Pole’ and on the other ‘South Pole’. Though Anna still didn’t know why it would be necessary to circle either twice.


By the time she turned her gaze back to the wall again, the old woman had vanished. Anna began to walk back herself at a much slower pace, soon passing out of the shadow of the cliffs. The early morning sunlight caught the colours of the flowers in hanging baskets and half barrels set beside doors and windows, their blooms flourishing despite the salt air. Behind one of the houses she saw a raised deck with a beautiful pink rose spilling over the surrounding fence.


Ahead of her, Anna heard the splutter of an engine. A motorboat was pulling away from the pier. There were two people standing in it, one of them the old woman who had circled Crovie’s north and south poles twice. At the controls was another figure, too distant to be distinct, but as the boat headed towards Gardenstown it turned, raising one hand in a wave. Anna didn’t know whether the gesture was for her, or some other, unseen recipient, but she lifted a hand and waved back anyway.


When she got back to the Fishergirl’s Luck, she found that a wicker basket had been left on the doorstep. It held a bottle of red wine, a brown paper bag holding four scones, a tin containing a candle, and a sealed envelope. Inside the envelope was a brass key, and a short note.




Dear Ms Campbell,


Welcome to Crovie and the Fishergirl’s Luck. We are so sorry that you didn’t get your key last night, and also that you arrived before we had chance to properly clean the place. Time got away from us! We had hoped to do more than just replace the mattress.


Here’s your key, and a little basket we had meant to leave as a welcoming present. Please accept it with our best wishes and the hope that you are settling in already.


Best wishes,


The MacKenzie family





‘Well then,’ said Frank Thorpe a couple of hours later, as Anna sat down at the kitchen table in the Weaver’s Nook. ‘How was your first night in the Fishergirl’s Luck?’


‘Oh,’ said Anna. ‘Fine. It was… fine.’


‘That doesn’t sound too good,’ said Pat, topping up Anna’s mug with fresh tea. ‘Did you not sleep well? The sea can take a bit of getting used to if you’re new to it.’


Anna smiled at her hostess over a plate of breakfast larger than anything she’d eaten for years. ‘It wasn’t that. I actually liked waking up to the sound of the waves. But… I realized very quickly that I’ve made a terrible mistake. I should never have bought the place.’


Pat looked at her in alarm. ‘Oh no, love, don’t say that! You’ve not been here five minutes!’


‘I know, I know. But the house needs so much work. And it’s so small! I mean, I knew it would be, but now that I’ve actually seen it… I really don’t think it’s for me.’


‘What sort of work does the place need?’ Frank asked. ‘I thought it was pretty solid. You haven’t got a roof leak, have you?’


‘No, it’s nothing like that – or at least, not that I know of,’ Anna said, tucking that new worry away to examine later. ‘But it’s very dirty, and everything is… well, old, I suppose.’


‘Ah,’ said Pat. ‘Yes, I imagine it’s pretty dusty in there by now. It had been on the market so long and no one had really shown an interest in it. Old Robbie did say he was going to come and give it the once-over before you moved in, though.’


Anna smiled. ‘He said.’


Pat looked up from her breakfast. ‘Ah! You two have met now, then?’


‘No – I went out this morning and came back to find a welcome basket on my doorstep, with a note and my key. It was a very kind gesture. And honestly, I didn’t expect to walk into a show home,’ Anna said, although even as she said this, she wondered if that was what she’d expected, without even realizing it. Everywhere she had lived with Geoff in the last fifteen years had been minimalist to the point of feeling sterile, because neither of them were ever at home long enough to create clutter and anyway, that’s what Geoff liked. Perhaps she’d forgotten what an actual lived-in home felt like. ‘It’s not even about that, really. I don’t know what I was thinking, coming here like this in the first place. It was ridiculous.’


Frank turned to Pat. ‘Remember that first day we woke up here?’


Pat chuckled against the rim of the mug she held. ‘I was thinking exactly the same thing.’


‘We thought we’d made a terrible mistake too,’ Frank said to Anna. ‘It didn’t help that a bad storm blew in the night we arrived. It was as if we’d woken into the middle of the apocalypse. Pat cried, didn’t you, love?’


‘I did,’ Pat admitted. ‘I came downstairs to the kitchen – that was before we’d redone it and put the extra WC in – to put the kettle on, and there was a draught coming under that door that made it feel as if I was descending into the Arctic. The floor was wet, too, because rain had come in through the same gap. The rug smelled like wet dog, I couldn’t get the wood burner to light, and the electricity was off. I ended up sitting on the bottom step in damp slippers, sobbing my daft heart out. I thought then that we’d wasted all our savings on a mess of trouble.’


‘I didn’t feel much better, I’ll tell you that for nothing,’ Frank added. ‘No, it took us time to fall in love with this place, and with the village too. But we did. I bet you will too, Anna, if you give it a chance.’


Anna smiled again, but privately didn’t think she’d ever be able to fall in love with the dirty old shed that was currently all she had to call home.


‘Give it a few weeks, at least,’ Pat advised, as if she’d read Anna’s mind. ‘Spend some real time in the place – make it feel like your own. It’s bound to feel strange when it’s still full of someone else’s things.’


‘Yes,’ Anna admitted. ‘That is odder than I thought it would be, it’s true.’


‘We can help with that,’ Frank told her. ‘If you’ve got stuff to move in or out, let me know – I’ll be happy to lend a hand.’


‘Thank you,’ Anna said, genuinely touched at how welcome the couple were trying to make her feel. ‘To be honest, I think the first thing I need to do is clean. Could I borrow a floorcloth, a scrubbing brush, some spray and a bucket?’


After all, she reasoned to herself as she speared another piece of bacon, whatever she was going to do with it – the vague thought of a holiday let had passed through her mind, although who would want to rent a shed with nothing but a single bed in it, she couldn’t imagine – the Fishergirl’s Luck would need a good scrub.
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