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To Cristall, all the wings, wilds and bright waters




Praise for I am an island

‘Completely astonishing. Using language of shimmering beauty, Tamsin Calidas describes the fragility of life transcended and restored by the triumphant pull of a determination to survive.’ Juliet Nicolson

‘A wondrous, sensuous memoir of salt-stung survival … clear-eyed and poetic prose. Over and above everything else, I am an island is a hymn to the wild, full of fine observation of the natural world. A message that rings true for these testing times.’  Sunday Times

‘This is a startling book, a vivid and terrifying reminder of how an island can seduce, madden – and ultimately sustain those brave enough to endure its confines.’ Madeleine Bunting

‘A mesmeric tale of emotional resilience and the recuperative powers of the natural world … Essential reading.’ Evening Standard

‘The best book I have read in more than a decade. Each page is poetry. Tamsin’s story is both heart-breaking and inspiring but ultimately about how the power of nature can heal. The perfect memoir for us all right now. Absolutely stunning. What an incredible woman.’ Susannah Constantine

‘As in the case of Tara Westover’s Educated, it is impossible not to marvel at all the author has been through.’ TLS

‘An island tale like no other. An unforgettably moving and compulsive read, steeped in anguish and beauty. The story of a woman completely broken by life, and her fifteen-year struggle to find the inner strength to restore herself, through sheer determination, and by immersing herself in solitude.’ Neil Ansell

‘The memoir of the year … ground-breaking.’ Vogue

‘Gripping … Tough yet compulsive reading, carried by crisp, vivid prose.’ Amy Liptrot

‘A meditative breath of fresh air. This book will fill your lungs, sting your eyes and catch in your throat. Soaring prose like birdsong over the harsh lands that compelled Tamsin Calidas to breathe deep.’ Ruth Fitzmaurice

‘An extraordinary book of limitless resilience, Calidas’ leaping prose is a love song to the natural world. What she achieves with an open heart and a will of iron is nothing short of remarkable.’ Sarah Langford

‘Combining intensely beautiful nature writing with the excavation of deep emotion, this brave, startling book examines what it really means to lose yourself in nature, and in doing so find a completely new version of yourself, too. A powerful, unsettling but ultimately redemptive account of one woman’s deep communion with the natural world.’ Clover Stroud

‘Astonishing, raw and clear-eyed. Tamsin charts how she comes to terms with loss, loneliness, hardship and prejudice through immersing herself fully in her island habitat. I am an island is a powerful, affecting book; glittering and visceral.’ Nicola Chester

‘A brave, beautiful and unforgettable book. Tamsin writes exquisitely about life, love, pain, death and rebirth and the healing power of nature. A sea of hands will reach for I am an island , carrying it like a great flock of birds, across the world. I cannot recommend it highly enough.’ Elena Bonham Carter

‘So raw, so honest, so intense. I didn’t want this book to end.’ Sigri Sandberg

‘A beautifully written, emotionally intense memoir.’ Sunday Express

‘The island is a metaphor for anyone who has ever been alone … It is about what happens when everything you are used to falls away, which is something we are all experiencing at the moment.’ Daily Mail

‘An utterly engrossing read.’ Saga

‘Tamsin Calidas’s tale of moving to a remote Scottish croft has become a lockdown must-read … a glittering account.’ Metro

‘The trials and triumphs of isolated living are laid bare in this often shatteringly honest read.’  Reader’s Digest

‘This is an extremely honest account of human survival in the face of unimaginable pain and loss. So poignant and stark … Never as relevant as it is now, Calidas’ battle with isolation and loneliness is both moving and inspiring. The desire for human contact and interaction is soothed by a deep kinship with nature, which remains steadfast no matter what.’ Scottish Field

‘A wonderful memoir.’ The Malestrom

‘Powerfully observed.’ BBC Countryfile Magazine

‘An extraordinary book, a wild and redemptive account of reaching rock bottom and swimming back into the light. I’m awed by Tamsin’s courage, her resilience and huge heart. Her island will stay with me for a very long time.’ Olivia Laing


‘Raw, painful, storm-battered writing. Here’s what it means to be truly isolated.’  Raynor Winn

‘I was profoundly moved by I am an island – the beauty, emotion, power and poetry of its words.  As subtle as it is forceful, this is a complex and poetic account of a life lived raw. A skilful, finespun memoir which  grabs you by the throat; clutches your heart and tenderly caresses your cheek in one beguiling movement.  I urge you to read it.’  Ulrika Jonsson




Nor fire shall burn me



ni teintera teine mi



Nor sun shall burn me



no mo ghrian a losgadh mi



Nor moon shall blanch me



Cha leg a ’ghealch mo planadh



Nor water shall drown me



Cha teid usage a bhathadh dhomh




‘The Descent of Brighid’
Carmina Gadelica







[image: I am an island]





ACT I
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1

Gulls
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ARRIVING INTO OBAN, the first thing you notice is the grey sea and a close, huddled bay that shelters inside the protective arm of its sunken harbour. From a distance the tide is strangely thick, an amorphous mass of slow-moving, restless water. Step a little closer to the fishing boats and great hulking vessels and you will smell the rippling, dark metallic sheen, the striated channels where the diesel runs off as each hull is safely berthed, winched close or tied fast to the metal-ringed quays.

The sound of the waves is not so different from the traffic of the city. But as soon as you lift your face and taste the fresh tang of salt on the air, you will mark how this sky is as different, fickle and changeable as all you have left behind. Then, if you listen, you will hear the laughing gulls. And beyond that, heading off in a low V-shape, the haunting call of the geese.

It is an extraordinary moment when you recalibrate and find your compass. I had been dreaming of staring out at a raw, open horizon for years – ever since I found an old map of Scotland and pinned it up in the hallway in my flat. It was positioned across the full length of a narrow wall where I always saw it as I was passing, at an angle where your eyes fell into that empty space between giant masses of land. It is always during that notion of transit, of passing from one space to another, that your heart opens and all of your dreaming begins. I would press my nose to that thick paper, inhaling its musty scent, as my finger traced the ragged coastline of the fractured islets and islands of the Western Isles, straining against the bracing tides of the Atlantic, across the Minch, the North Sea and the Little Minch, to the tortuous fjordic coastline of the Norwegian Sea. In those moments, as my eyes closed, the traffic, shouts from the street, neighbours slamming doors would evaporate into the hurl of fresh spindrift, the thick, curling crests of the breakers drenching the salt-stung air, the gulls tearing the skies apart with an aching, screaming call.

I would imagine how those great birds were somehow daring me, if not to follow, then at least to dream of living a wilder life. I don’t know what it is about gulls but they have a way of inviting your eyes to lift above the skyline, to seek some further-flung sky beyond the immediate vicinity or low horizon. Yet, always, as I sense their keening cry, my heart catches and something else dares to drift. It is as if something inside untethers, unsnarls itself from all the finer ties and close meshes that snare you within a life you know is too compressed for you. It can be startling when you open your eyes, and see that creased paper close up, pressed hard against your skin. Then I would walk quickly to the door, throw it open and stand with my eyes raised, shoulders braced, looking above the cars and buses at a thin, pale-blue sky. I would hear the gulls and see them, floating far away, white spattering drifts of light, circling far above the city. Held within a blue orbit that stretches around all continents and spaces, my compass was pulling me, leading unbroken from central London to Oban and those same wave-flung islands, washed by their restless sea.

On Oban’s rain-drenched promenade, the needle of the compass is wavering.

‘So, what do you think?’

‘Hmm?’ I ask, pulling the high neck of my jumper up to meet my ears.

‘Here.’

I look up as my husband Rab thrusts a rain-spattered newspaper at me. We are huddled together, honeymoon-close, in a narrow doorway, only it is the kind of clinch spurred by necessity rather than desire, fighting to catch our breath and to dodge the wind and rain. We are both shivering, skin drenched, in unsuitably thin jackets, the cold masonry providing scant shelter from one of those torrential down-pours that will become familiar as a regular feature of Oban’s climate. It is a rain that comes out of nowhere, as if all the open waters of the skies are descending, a furious sheeting-down. All along the grey promenade, water is shearing off the glistening pavements, bouncing back and ricocheting into whatever surface it can find. It is an impressive soaking. I can feel my toes wrinkling, whitening, cold-drenched inside my shoes.

As the wind nearly rips the paper out of his hands, we run, laughing, jeans completely sodden, across the street into a smoky, peat-steeped inn. As the door opens, it is like stepping into another time, another world. It is all wood inside, toasty and warm, lit by small kerosene lamps. When I look through the window at the boats, I am struck by the thought that I have no family, kin, friends or emotional ties here. It is an unfamiliar yet strangely liberating feeling. Already the sky is darkening, a deeper blueing at its edges, so your eyes cling to the light, and blink, stupefied, as it dawns on you that you are a long way from home. And even after the long weary drive, I am excited because suddenly I realise that Scotland is a different, vibrant country, a whole world away from the constraints of our London life. Sometimes, a life can feel tight, like a jumper you have long outgrown, that restricts your movement, so you feel an urge to stretch and be rid of it. For years I had secretly been longing to wrench that last thread free. And now, still tingling from the chill wind wrapping around me, I feel unexpectedly alert and exhilarated. Change is fresh, sharp and invigorating. It makes you shiver with excitement and cold.

‘So what do you think?’ Rab asks again, half an hour later, two drams poured out on the bar glowing amber in the soft light. He wraps his fingers around the water-stained glass.

‘I think I could get used to this,’ I say, eyes shining. I take a nervous gulp of the whisky and feel its warmth flood through me. Suddenly our daring to imagine the prospect of embarking on a different way of life feels both dreamlike and also scarily real. I am still shivering, my jeans clinging to my legs, my hair soaking, dripping water into my eyes.

‘Here, take a look.’ Rab hands me the sheet. It is so fragile and wet it is tearing at the edges. I lay it flat and smooth it out carefully. Some of the ink has bled with the rain. And then I see it.

The advert is small, with a tiny stamp-sized photograph of a derelict, run-down island croft. For years I have been dreaming of the waves and a ragged skyline, and here it is.

All the detail was blurred, yet I knew it was one of those chance moments that can change your life for ever. That open sky with its cottage, outbuildings and weary fields was speaking to me. Perhaps it was its aura of quiet abandonment that drew me instantly to it. I put down my glass and felt something inside me lift.

Don’t say anything, I thought, willing Rab to keep silent. I held my breath and balled my fingers into fists. In my heart, I had no doubts. In my head, I knew it was perfect, apart from one thing. It was on an island. And living on an island was the one thing we’d said we’d never do.

‘So, it’s got everything, right?’ Rab’s voice rises with a questioning upward inflection. We look at each other. And then we look away. We both know what it is that we don’t say. So I say it aloud before he does, this promise we have made.

‘Not on an island,’ I grimace. ‘It’s too remote. Too impractical, difficult to do anything, impossible to find work. And it will be hard to settle in. Can you imagine island life?’ I flick my eyes off into the distance, shaking my head. ‘No, I don’t think so. Way too insular.’

‘OK, next.’ Rab shrugs, flicking over the page. But there is nothing else, nothing next that catches our eye.

We linger at the inn, wrapped in close conversation, hatching ideas. As I look out of the window I see the clouds clearing. Out there, floating in that sea, are all the islands. And one, lying just apart from the others, has a tiny derelict croft standing empty, just waiting for someone to love it, to come and find it, to make it a home at last. I try not to think about it, but it keeps drifting through my thoughts, coming to find me. As I look out at the dark sea, I know that some new direction is waiting for us. And, even though it makes no sense, it feels as if we, like the geese, are following a wilder sight or some call of the heart, each somehow coming home.

I had loved my early years in London. I lived in Notting Hill in a garden flat with a little iron gate leading out on to the communal gardens. It was a quiet sanctuary in the heart of west London, with a buzzing, cosmopolitan local community on tap. I was there years before the film came out, when you still bought your vegetables in a brown paper bag with cash, knew all the street vendors, and got your cigarettes from the cashier at the toy shop on the corner of Kensington Park Road. Life was a mandala necklace, a glittering brittle string of parties and unrelenting, rapid-fire movement. It was a time of hope and dreaming of your beautiful life, and Brit Pop singing the world real again.

I could never understand why no one else used the gardens. They were quiet and beautiful, so I used to lie out there at night, wrapped in blankets, listening to the waves of traffic rising and falling into the darkness, and looking up at a pale handful of stars. We were all watching the skyline in our different ways with some anxious feeling that it was now or never. Everyone was trying to make it, to find their own slipstream. In reality, most days, just like everyone else I knew, I got by holding on tight.

Those early months, I lived off udon noodles, miso soup, rice cakes, eye-watering sour-sweet lime-soaked caipirinhas and brown rolls of 35mm film. Photography shoots led to the BBC and then to publishing and eventually to advertising. Brand names rolled off each day of the week. Time passed. My career began moving fast, as I started directing new business pitches and flying regularly to the US on shoot location work. As work hours increased, even crossing the Atlantic above the cloud line there was no let-up in sight. Just a browning urban haze clinging to the city’s skyline, like some overspill of anxiety.

And then one day, life slowed to a sudden, jarring stop. I was in an accident. A black cab ran headlong into the taxi I was sitting in, jumping a red light at speed. The ambulance arrived, lights flashing, whisking me to the hospital and placing me into a long metal tube for an emergency MRI. The pain was unbearable. I was barely able to walk, sleep or lie down in bed, let alone stand, sit or move my neck without screaming in agony. In the end, they administered morphine. It was a relief to have a brief interlude in that searing pain. I had a smashed sacrum, whiplash of the neck and thoracic spine, an anteriorly tilted pelvis from the impact, a fractured and dislocated coccyx spun completely around at 90 degrees and a severely prolapsed lumbar spine. It is amazing what the body can withstand and endure. During the intensive rehabilitation, I drew a line under and through my life. Overnight, my daily existence was shuttered with a different light and dark lens. Suddenly I was aware of my own mortality. It felt like the whole of London was walking a tightrope between life and death.

After I recovered, I realised I was looking for something different. And then I met someone. It was the catalyst to moving from my home in Notting Hill into a bigger space just a short mile north up the road. I fell in love with Rab. There was something about him that was quirky and original. An irresistible, carefree charm emanated from him and we connected straight away. Our new home was close to a reservoir so I could always hear the sound of the gulls, a wilder cry that I loved. Our small community, with its outwardly bright face and tiny streets, was local, family-orientated, and different from the one we had known. One day, I won a bag of goldfish at a local fair that we visited with friends and afterwards we tipped them into a homemade pond in our back garden. I started to dream of one day having a family of my own, and hoped that I might still be able to have children, even after so much structural trauma to my body. And then one summer everything changed.

In London, neighbourhoods are transient and can shift as quickly as the low skies gusting overhead. There was a disconcerting invisibility to the formerly gregarious community, and a disheartening, unsettling and desolate feeling that permeated the neighbourhood. It seemed that we were not the only ones to sense it. On the streets, people started walking more quickly, heads bowed, barely meeting your eyes as you walked by. Humanity is a vulnerable, vigilant thing. Overnight our building was spray-painted with graffiti, windows were broken and the police were called. But after a while even they stopped talking to us, because there was nothing anyone could do. We hoped to sit it out. One day, arriving home, I screamed as I walked through to the back garden. The plants were torn apart, some that were flowering had been uprooted. I held my hand to my mouth, fighting tears as I looked into the pond. Cans of paint had been poured over the wall and the containers left floating in the water. Amongst them, hidden in the reeds, were the faded, bloated corpses of our beautiful bright little fish. Something died in me as well that day.

A neighbour was mugged, then another knocked to the ground. I stopped walking around the neighbourhood. Those weeks were a tense, nail-biting time when everything became dark and feral. Stress is invisible; subtle and insidious, it builds up over time. Anxiety is like a smouldering fire. All it takes is a scream, a moment of fear, to whip those flickering embers into burning flames.

Worn down by months of this, I start waking in the night, feeling breathless, my heart thudding. And then one day I witness a man throw a woman out of his car and try to kick her while she lies on the ground. She is a beautiful woman, with fine features, and smartly dressed. I look on in stunned silence, frozen until I hear my own voice screaming. Sometimes it takes you a moment to act when you see violence right in front of your eyes. It shocks me. I feel I am being drawn back into a past I don’t want to remember, a silent slow-motion movie in which a young child is being thrown down, wrestled to the ground. It is my scream that wakes me from paralysis. It is disturbing to hear my voice. It sounds different: wild and furious, unleashed from a place inside me I didn’t know existed.

‘Get off her!’ I yell, dragging the woman by the arm towards the house. The man is tugging at her jacket. He is tall, with broad shoulders and a thick, angry voice. I am scared that he will lunge for me, because he keeps on at me, ‘Shut the fuck up, you stupid fucking bitch.’

So I carry on screaming and hold on to the woman in a crazy tug-of-war. There is no one on the street, but I am sure people are watching from their windows. I am desperate, but no one comes to help; the cars just keep driving by. And then I announce: ‘I’m going to take a photo of you,’ and make as if to pull out my phone, which I know I left inside the house. At last he leaps into the car, shouting, ‘YOU FUCKING BITCH! I’m coming back for you!’ Then he floors it, leaving dark tyre marks on the road.

I watch him go, and now I am crying and shaking. It is a strange sensation, being so angry and so frightened, as if you are being pulled in two directions. I feel frozen inside, and yet my body is pumped up, so full of adrenaline that my voice is too loud. I hear it crack through my angry sobs. The woman stops crying, looks at me as if for the first time and says, ‘Thank you.’ And then, ‘Can I come inside for a minute? I think I am going to faint.’

When I get her into the house, I rush away quickly to make her something hot. Shock is like that. You need something hot and sweet inside you. I leave her sitting alone on the sofa in my front room. When she leaves an hour later, I give her my number. ‘Call me when you get home,’ I ask her, ‘so I know that you’re safe.’ Only she doesn’t.

Later, I ask Rab, ‘Hey, have you seen my keys? I can’t find them anywhere.’ And I am surprised when the taxi company rings me. ‘She gave us your number. She said you were going to pay her bill.’

‘Why did she do that?’ I ask Rab.

He looks at me, and then says, ‘Because she could.’

That night, I wake again with my heart thudding. As I open my eyes, I know instantly something isn’t right. I hold my breath, and there it is – a noise on the landing. A second later, a stranger comes into the room and stands over me as I lie there, immobilised by fear. A tall, dark shape with broad shoulders. It is only later that I think, I have seen you before. At first I open my mouth, and I think I am screaming. But no sound comes out. It is like being underwater and pulling so hard through that darkness that you can see the surface just above you, but you know your lungs are going to run out of air before you get there. And then, suddenly, I am screaming for real. So I feel I am slowly coming to and waking from a dream. But this nightmare is still happening: the man leans in and comes closer. Rab wakes up.

‘What the fuck!’ he roars, jumping up. He stands shouting and furiously waving his arms and then I watch him sprint naked after the intruder, feet thundering on the stairs and away down the street. I wrap myself up and run after him, shaking, some minutes behind. I do not want Rab to meet that man alone. I do not feel safe in my home, or anywhere that I know.

We stare at each other. My hand covers my mouth, and I start to shake again.

‘It’s OK,’ he says, ‘I’ll change the locks.’

I think of those bright little fish.

‘I can’t do this any more,’ I say.

We got married. We spent our weekends by the reservoir, gulls crying, glittering clinks of metal and sails flapping in the wind. We started planning our move to a new place, where our life and work might be more in balance, and home a safe, quieter haven. I set my dreams on a space to raise a family. Already there had been losses and disappointments, and I was touching thirty-four years old.




2

Atlantic
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AS YOU DRIVE north of the London Westway, you soon hit a sprawling  urban wasteland of smoking industrial sites and desolate concrete forecourts, all framed by a neon luminescence that glows so aggressively it is hard to see the first flickering light of the natural dawn sky. Above, black-backed gulls fly mostly silent, landlocked, occasionally keening. It is a bleak, forlorn cry. I imagine they are bereft.

Travelling this route in darkness into work each day, I am aware of an unsettling, restless feeling. Slogging away day after day can make you ask all kinds of open-ended questions. Sometimes you get to a point when you look to the sky for answers, your shoulders bracing, always loaded with fresh angst.

And then one day we make the decision to take a few weeks to go on a prospecting road trip up north to Scotland, looking at places we might like to live. We leave in darkness so that we will miss the traffic and arrive around lunchtime, and won’t waste our first day on the road. With your destination determined, you know not to stop when you reach the start of the soft greening. You fix your eyes on the road, your foot on the pedal and keep on flooring it, heading north. And the wild beauty is shocking – if you keep driving out of the darkness and into its sunrise, straight as the crow flies, slowly the sky opens, lifts, and the light becomes porous. Here there are only the mountains, heather and fresh rain-spattering drifts of air. For a few hours, the horizon is sheared steep, precipitous, punctuated by the slick swish of wipers and steady fall of rain, so you have to tilt your head back to view its summit. The long drive is exhausting, but we are fired up.

As I get out of the car and stretch, I hold my breath. Over the bay, the geese are flying straight as an arrow into the heart of that fragile light, a smirr of squalling slate wash just where the horizon falls into the sea. As soon as I hear the geese calling, their voices breaking those skies, that’s when I know to start to breathe again. The air in Scotland is different from the stale air in London. I inhale great lungfuls of that clean, sweet, fresh wet breeze.

‘This is wonderful,’ I say, turning to Rab. Only he does not hear me, because the wind tears the words from my mouth, and cuts my voice away. It is a relief not to say anything. There is no point fighting the elements. I turn my face into the wind and I just breathe.

A few days later, Oban is empty in the rain. Only the estate agent remains to give us directions. ‘You won’t get your car on the ferry at such short notice, so be ready to go on foot,’ she informs us.

‘So if we get off the ferry, and then walk three miles, someone will meet us there?’

She shrugs. ‘But if they’re not there, it won’t matter. The door will be open. Don’t expect much. No one has lived there for five years.’

As I am leaving, she stares at me, a cool detached once-over. ‘You’re not from these parts. Sure you don’t want to think about it before going all the way over? Best not to get your hopes up. It’s a different world out there, just sheep and farmers, one small store and nothing but sea all about.’

‘It’s OK,’ I say. ‘We’ll go.’

‘Island life, it’s different. It’s not for everyone.’ She flings these words after me as the door slammed shut behind us.

Maybe not, but maybe it would be our slice of heaven. A tiny rock of an island, cut adrift from the rest of the world. Just a long horizon, empty skies, and a beautiful blue sea. In my heart, I hoped it would be for me.

It was a bleak March day, leaden overcast skies, and the wind was up. The crossing over had been difficult, and the skipper warned us that the return ferry might not run. The forecast was wind over tide and some fierce squalls. In the end, we had decided to risk it. If we had to, we reasoned, we could try to stay at a bed and breakfast. We did not know that there was only one and that it was closed in March.

As predicted, the vehicle deck was already fully loaded, a large agricultural lorry stacked high with hay taking up three spaces of the available four still remaining. Two cars queuing on standby were left behind as the ramp was raised up off the slip.

The island was barely fifteen miles long, its narrow girth tightening to just half a mile, with close to 120 residents, another ten or so renting temporarily. The skipper assured us that if we walked the three miles from the ferry, up an empty single-track road with deep potholes, we could be there and back in just a few hours. He cautioned us not to miss the last boat. It felt momentous watching that bright ferry bounce away over the waves, across that fast channel and back to the mainland, as we set off along the track.

‘I guess this is the main road,’ Rab mused, looking back over his shoulder. ‘More like a backwater than the main drag.’

‘I wonder how they cope in the rush hour.’ I smiled, thinking of London. There is nowhere to pass or turn. ‘Still, far better to walk.’

Every now and again we would quickly step on to the mud-spattered verges as a battered car or rusted, vintage tractor rattled past. The road was so narrow you couldn’t fail to catch a glimpse of the occupants. The vehicle would slow down, faces inside closely scrutinising us through steamed-up windows before slowly driving on. Sometimes we came across passing cars that had just stopped dead in the road. Windows rolled down, cigarettes lit, the news of the day shared as the cars’ engines ticked over. On one halt, a bottle is passed between cars. Lilting, cadenced voices talking the day through. All eyes stare at us curiously as we walk past. And on one occasion, someone says, ‘Incomers.’ I listen to its sound, like a piece of litter thrown on to the road. Yes, I think, but hopefully not for long. I pick that word up and feel its tone and resonance. One day I hope that it will sound different, as we become familiar and known.

The wind cut bitterly through our coats; even through gloves and fleece-lined hats. Gulls huddled by waterlogged sheep-feeders, the ground covered in rushes and old windblown hay. On the high beinns and hills, snow still lay thick, the steep corries glistening, waterfalls roaring off the high tops from the first snowmelt.

We found the small cottage set back a few minutes’ walk down a rough track that ran from a slope and curved behind an ancient stone barn, still showing its original thatching posts. There was no door on the barn. Underfoot were smooth cobbles and flagstones, the only contents decades of muck, straw and empty swallows’ nests. The uninhabited stone cottage was rundown, grey-walled, damp and desolate-looking. There was no lock on the front door, and it opened on the first try. We hesitantly knocked and walked in. There was nobody here. The interior seemed even smaller: just four bare rooms with three-foot-thick stone walls made of rocks dug up from the ground. There was no sound of traffic, or neighbours. Our eyes darted searchingly.

It was the fall of silence that struck me. It had a porous feel to it, as if the whole sky had been spilled into it until there was room for little else. No raised voices, no bricks through the window. No rattling of sticks on a metal grille, or buses thundering past. Inside, there was a stillness like cool, clear water. And I knew that it was this quiet I had been seeking for so long. It did not matter that the cottage had no water, electricity, outside drains or paint on its walls. It did not matter that there was no heating or insulation. Nor that it was as freezing cold inside as it was outside, with just a single stone grate in one end wall. It did not matter that it was unloved and had not been lived in for over five years, nor that there were signs of mice, birds’ nests and rats in the roof.

There was an antique leaking caravan outside that would do to sleep in, for however many months it would take to make the place habitable. And a freshwater loch at the bottom of the croft, from which pails of water could be brought up to wash. Outside, an unheated corrugated-iron lean-to was propped up against the north gable, where the lambing help had once bedded down. The dirt floor was complemented by walls carefully papered with sheets of 1950s Oban Times. I was struck by the care that had been taken to do this. I picked up a tiny housekeeper’s book sitting on a wooden kist, with shillings and pence noted in the margin. Beside the thin, damp mattress was a King James Bible with minuscule print and a small Tilley lamp with a lint wick. When I stood outside, all I could see were hills and mountains.

‘What do you think?’ Rab asks me as we walk back to the ferry.

I do not hesitate. I just look at him, and smile.

As soon as I get two bars of reception on my phone, I make an offer. Six weeks later, the island croft is our home.

The day we moved to the island, the most terrifying challenge was finding myself standing on the deck alone as the ferry pulled away. There had been a problem. The tailgate of our lorry was too low to board the antiquated boat, despite assurances from the booking team when we’d purchased the tickets six weeks earlier. On the quayside, Rab lifted up his arms in resigned surrender to the unexpected turn of events of the last hour.

‘Don’t worry, I’ll come find you,’ he shouted. ‘I’ll get a boat and get over some other way.’

‘How?’ I yelled back. ‘There are no other boats. This is the last sailing today.’

‘I don’t know,’ he shrugged. ‘But I’ll find a way.’

As the skies cleared, I sat on the deck and watched Rab and the mainland disappear into the distance and my previous life drift away from me. I had no food in the car. The only possessions I carried were the clothes I stood in. And my elderly cat, in her basket, staring wide-eyed as the ferry juddered into the channel, the waves building into a stronger swell.

Driving off the ramp and up the island was a strange, unsettling feeling. We had planned this day meticulously together and now I was arriving alone. I found the croft again, and the cottage, sitting in its own beautiful wilderness. The yard was conspicuously more overgrown with brambles, and any semblance of a path to the house was covered in an abundance of wild flowers – bright aconites, foxgloves, marsh marigolds, flag iris and wild orchids growing with abandon.

As I pushed open the door, I sighed with relief. It was just as I remembered. With no water or electricity in the house, nothing was plumbed, and the floor and walls were filthy, covered in dust and what looked like a nest of birds or mice. But it didn’t matter. It was home. And before I started sweeping away the debris of generations of wild creatures living inside its fabric, I placed my hands flat on the thick, bare stone walls and whispered, ‘I am here now. I don’t know who you are and I know you don’t know me. But I know we’re going to get on together. I’m here to stay. You are my home.’

Afterwards, I lit a few twigs and burned the sweepings and the rubbish on a small grate out the back. I listened to the crackling flames licking the dust and dirt of those small offerings alight. I turned my face to the wind and the now deepening blue sky, and watched the Evening Star brighten as the skies turned from dusk to the island gloaming time, and on into a hazy, luminous night sky. I listened to the silence and felt the breath of solitude wrap about me. And for a few hours, the silence transformed into unfamiliar wild sounds – of owls, bats, buzzards and geese calling out of that darkening sky. Those moments were so precious. They felt saturated with a limitless potential.

I will never forget that day I travelled to start my life on the island. Arriving alone, as a stranger, was one of those unnerving twists of fate that only holds a deeper resonance in later years. I like to think it was my first test of facing my fears and putting my trust in the unknown.

Looking back, I had no idea that those early years would only be the start of a fiercer, wilder, intensely difficult period that would tax my courage, resilience and endurance to breaking point and beyond. Growth is not always easy, and sometimes a new seed has to be encouraged, even forced, to grow.
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EVEN BEFORE I open my eyes, I know it is too early. A fragile lunar  light streams through the cracked caravan windows, some of which are stuck half open, and condensation shines clear on the glass. Limp tea towels, strung over a nylon fishing wire fixed to the thin walls, gently flutter in the breeze. Drowsily, I blink at the tiny croft house crouched low in open fields, the mountains deep in shadow behind. I watch the wild grasses flowing. And suddenly, I remember where I am.

‘There you are,’ I whisper. I trace the cottage with my eyes. Its low outline glows ghostly pale, like a will-o’-the-wisp flickering in the gloaming. I love to see it there waking with me, waiting for the sun to rise. I am counting down the days until we can finally move inside. It is a longing, a deep ache that I have never felt for any other place before. When we first saw the cottage, it felt so abandoned and unloved. It matters fiercely to me that it is loved and lived in, after so many years left untended, unkempt and alone. I am longing to make it a home, and for those solid walls to hold me. And one day, I hope to fill it with small running feet and laughter.

Above, scattered across a liminal emptiness, the Milky Way is a glittering, exploding phosphorescence. Fiery pinpricks of brilliance cluster, illuminating an iridescence of a myriad gleaming white lights. I have heard of these star-flecked, eerie lemon skies in the Highlands, but nothing prepares me for their startling luminescence. I have never witnessed such beauty before.

‘Are you awake?’ I whisper, as Rab stirs next to me.

There is a long pause. So I try to lie still, watching his body breathing, willing him to open his eyes.

I am amazed at the difference a few short weeks can make, free from the stresses of London. I can feel subtle changes in my body as my tight skin relaxes and starts to stretch, responding to the salt breeze and sunshine. My salt-tangled hair is tousled to a dark russet gold. We are getting fitter and leaner. I have not worn make-up in weeks. A small pocket mirror, stuffed hastily into the depths of my bag, has long since vanished. In the end I stop looking for it, and it is strangely liberating to feel unmoored from our old ways.

The rough stone walls have white-flecked my hands with cuts and tiny pink hicks. When I turn them over, my knuckles are raw and reddened from scrubbing the dry, flaking render. When we have finished scrubbing, we splash brilliant-white masonry paint on to the weather-stained walls, and I paint the cracked door and windows a clear-sky blue. At sunrise, the glass panes refract a shimmering lazu-line haze, until the light sinks below the horizon and the sky drifts into its gloaming again. At sunset, the bronze-fired skies burn themselves to oblivion from within. And that is another day passed. We are slowly making progress but already it is close to midsummer. There is no sign yet that the heatwave will break.

‘Never thought we’d do this, but here we are,’ Rab often muses. And I smile shyly as he gently twists my hand, because I am still pinching myself to see that ring on my finger. Its thin band is like a ray of hope. We are married just six months; already six short weeks, 600 miles and a stretch of water from our old London lives. It is striking how full our new life feels, stripped so far back to its essence. We are living with nothing apart from two bags crammed full of our small belongings, an old Vespa scooter, a barbecue rack and a tiny gas camping stove. Sometimes I laugh at how little we need. And at other times it feels precarious. I wonder if the land can really provide us with our basic wants. I hope we can sustain this raw simplicity, our self-belief and determination. I know our life will not always be this smooth and uncomplicated, for all our free thinking and lack of clutter. I am conscious that we may not be sufficiently prepared for when the summer ends. And yet I am glad we have not held back out of an excess of caution. I tell myself it’s up to us to make this work. It feels like a gift, as if we have nothing at all to lose.

Each morning, we are still holding hands under the covers. An unfamiliar landscape allows you to feel things differently so your eyes look out, clear and open. It instils calmness. Yet some days it stops me in my tracks. It is strange how a presence so quiet can draw you to it. Even with the taller grasses growing, sometimes that long horizon can feel disconcertingly bare. It is a space utterly devoid of the usual distractions. There are no shops on the island, except for a small post office that sells a few well-stocked groceries, or social hubs such as restaurants, hotels, cafés, pubs or places to meet. Services are limited. There is a small primary school, but no GP or police officer, only a part-time nurse and a fire brigade of volunteers but no other emergency services. The church provides occasional recreational activities for the small congregation, with cups of tea supplied by the Women’s Guild, yet with such an ageing population, most Sundays only a few hard pews are filled with the devout. A single-track road stretches north to south, with occasional splinters that all run aground on to shingle and rocks. Its land mass is small and restrictive, held by a fiercely tidal sea that washes off the wilder Atlantic. It is impossible to forget that you are surrounded by water. Wherever you stand, the salt-stung cold tides and clamouring of the gulls are felt. Sometimes, gazing out across the waving grasses to the restless sea, the view can feel strangely overwhelming.

Some days it can feel so empty, I ask, ‘Where is everyone?’ It is hard to grasp the reality that little more than a handful of other folk live here. The road has scarce traffic, just the odd tractor or dilapidated car clattering past. As days pass into weeks, it feels natural to look for others to share that sky with and to seek a closer company. Belonging requires a community and people. I do not say it out loud, but it also necessitates an acceptance. We are well travelled, but this island feels more remote in its landscape than any other place we have travelled to. Exploring the hills, I feel an unfamiliar freedom coursing through me. There is a raw, energising presence inherent to the landscape itself. When you have no other distractions, you start to quieten into nature.

Lying close, in a battered caravan, watching someone you love softly breathing, a pale dawn light streaming through the windows, framed by the shadows of the mountains behind, fulfils all my bucket-list wishes. It is wild and liberating. Seeing Rab happy makes me move quietly. It is a relief to see our life on track again. Only, this morning something is different. As I sit up, tilting my head to listen intently, the caravan starts to rock gently. I can hear its dry, rusting panels shard, peeling away in rough splinters.

As Rab stirs, rolling over with an arm across his face to block out the light, I slip my feet to the floor. I wrap a soft woollen blanket about me and push open the door of the caravan to investigate. As I step out, seed heads brush against my bare legs and the grass glitters, shimmering quietly, across the empty fields. The fresh air and starlight fall cool on to my skin.

Out of the shadows, a gentle blowing snort accompanies a sudden startle of limbs. A swishing sound meets my own gasp of surprise. Our cows with calves at foot have wandered freely over the fields up from the croft. A moment later, Rab is at my side.

‘What the hell?’

We look at each other. And then we laugh. It is so wonderful and ridiculous.

‘We’ll have to drive in some posts and fence them in,’ Rab sighs, tiredly running his hand over the sheared panels of the caravan. ‘And fill up these holes.’

‘Ssh,’ I say. ‘Not now.’

Neither of us says what the other is thinking, of how, come the autumn, the wind will blow through.

‘Look, they are just being inquisitive.’ I stretch out my fingers to lightly touch their sleek summer coats. It is our first real encounter with the cows since we bought them at the market on the mainland. It was nerve-wracking watching Rab placing our bids in the frenetically paced auction ring with a raised hand or a quick nod of the head. All of us pressed too close, sweating bodies pushing hard against the bars of the low bidding pit, the bright lights, wet sawdust, the stench of dung and urine, the slamming gates, the deafening bellowing of cows as they were driven into the ring. It was hard to think with the relentless, ear-splitting voice shouting over the tannoy, driving the pace of the sale. I noticed how there were no other women in the crush surrounding the auction ring, just small groups clustered together high up in the hard wooden stalls. I wondered if I should be sitting there with them.

It has taken the cows a full ten days to settle here on the croft. Their breath is warm and sweet, fermented from the herb-rich summer grass and tiny wild flowers. I take care not to move too quickly as their wet noses blow softly, cautiously scenting us, their tongues slowly rasping out as they taste the air, their flanks quivering, nervous, full of a dense, contained energy. One that is a darker tan reaches forward, nudges me gently and then, startled, backs quickly away. ‘They are not yet used to us,’ I say. ‘But soon they will be.’ And I think of the sheep we are still to buy which, similarly, we have no experience of handling or breeding. I tell myself, it is like anything in life. There is always a first time.

‘How did we get such a large family?’ I wonder, as Rab turns to pull me close.

I yearn to be heavy like a moon suspended, waiting as the seasons pass. I close my eyes and make a wish. It is simply for a child to hold in my arms.

Sometimes I long to hold the day in suspension. For this idyll never to break. Time glides slow as the brown trout sifting soundlessly under the loch’s still surface. A lone heron flaps out of the reeds, its great body working. The dry heat is stultifying. And all the while, the summer flits as effortlessly as the swallows skimming for insects, dipping their bills before whirling back into the sky.

Every morning, we pull on our overalls, naked underneath. I fill buckets from the burn, soaking the walls, rubbing away years of debris, dirt and thick soot. It is an unsettling feeling, knowing we are about to live in a place devastated by unforeseen hardship, and that its owner was unable or unwilling to remain on the croft where he or she was born. With our arrival, this life is dead and gone, another heir opting for pragmatism over legacy and selling this home to us. As I scrub, I can hear Rab outside, crawling over the low roof, fixing old slates, and fastening the thin metal ridging to the roof. The roof is full of holes and gaps, its cracked and weathered tiling soft with moss. I try to imagine the unknown winter, when the seas will start lifting and the winds will come funnelling through. I am glad that our cottage is hunkered down, with an unassuming face, and keeps itself close to the ground. I remember the proverb about bright poppies growing too tall being ruthlessly cut down.

Claiming the land around the house, we discover places of beauty and desolation. The grass is studded with wild orchids, dog violet, flag iris, celandines, bright-blue speedwell and the first pale harebells. But dig a little deeper, and beneath its thin skin are its broken graveyards and shallow landfills. A pile of rocks covers twisted horns, a fractured bovine skull, broken bottles and a pile of thin, whitened bones. And it makes me wonder what else lies just out of sight.

One day, we decide it’s time for a long-overdue day off. And because the rugby is on and we don’t have a TV, Rab goes across on the boat to Oban in search of a pint and a few hours away on his own. We have been together without a break for weeks. We both need a little space. But I do not want to go to Oban, so I stay on the croft alone. The grass is so long, when I lie down in the sunshine I think I am completely hidden – so I lie back, take off my T-shirt and jeans. The grass tickles my skin. It smells delicious, all the seed heads bursting. And then I think, if not here, under empty sky and rolling grassland




























































EPUB/images/imprint_logo.jpg
BLACK SWAN





EPUB/images/chp1.jpg





EPUB/images/act1.jpg





EPUB/images/chp2.jpg





EPUB/images/chp3.jpg





EPUB/images/author.jpg
$0B,] SUDJINS 9099 AnH) @ 010Y]






EPUB/images/pgxiv.jpg





EPUB/images/cover.jpg
‘Wild and redemptive’ ‘Startling and vivid’

OLIVIA LAING MADELEINE BUNTING

‘Essent ‘Gripping’
EVENING STANDARD AMY LIPTROT

‘A wondrous memoir of salt-stung survival’
SUNDAY TIMES

TAMSIN CALIDAS

THE SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLER





