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For my family




CHAPTER 1

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Leaving the island.

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

A slice of me despised him for it.

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

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

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

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

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

‘Must be his daughter,’ suggested Richard.

‘Maybe.’

‘Someone for you to talk to.’

When you’ve gone, I thought.

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

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

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

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

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

‘It’s a bit weird,’ I murmured.

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

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

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

‘Wheesht. They can take care of themselves.’

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

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

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

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

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

‘If they’re moving in, it will be.’

‘I wonder where they’ve come from.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘We should go around and help.’

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

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

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

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

I was a dress rehearsal.

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

‘Is it? Is it really nice?’

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

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

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

‘You’re going?’ he said, surprised.

‘Aye. I’m off home.’

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

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

‘You’ll come and see me?’

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

He looked at me, confused.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Flo,’ he called, ‘wait.’

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


CHAPTER 2

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

‘Sorry!’ I gasped.

‘OK, I’m OK.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘So …’ I said, ‘where are you from?’

When she frowned, her whole face crumpled.

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

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

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

‘Better go. See you later.’

‘Aye,’ I said, ‘see you.’

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

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

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

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

I felt utterly and suddenly drained.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Pathetic, Flora.

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

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

That would never be me.

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