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PART ONE





Chapter One

Day One

The island is invisible. Dark clouds hang like waterlogged blankets over the loch: I can’t tell where the horizon ends, and the sky begins. I shiver, wrapping my arms around myself to keep out the chill, damp air. I hoped it would be sunny – it’s August after all – but I suppose it is Scotland, and the weather, damp and miserable as it is, seems fitting, as if I’ve conjured it from inside my head.

I try to remind myself why we’re here; it’s our honeymoon, albeit delayed by two months and no longer the Greek island paradise we had originally planned, booked and paid for. But, on the bright side, it’s going to be just Liam and me. We’ll be the only people on the island, staying in an eighteenth-century forge converted into a luxury holiday home. We’ll spend a whole week snuggled in front of the log fire, exploring the forests and Celtic ruins, walking the wild and windswept beaches, and trying to put the past behind us – at least that’s what I’m telling myself. I’m praying it works out that way.

Liam finishes talking to the boatman and hurries across the pebble beach towards me. He’s tall and dark and even from this distance I can make out the arctic blue of his eyes.

My mum thought he looked like Leonardo DiCaprio in his Titanic days. And it’s true: there is a likeness, a similar sparkle in his eye and a boyish charm. As he walks towards me across the pebble beach, I feel as if someone has called ‘action’ and I’m an actress starring in a movie. It still feels unreal to me that we’re actually married; that I’m Liam’s wife. I smile at him and he grins back, making my stomach flip. I suppose it’s normal for newlyweds to feel this way, and I sometimes wonder if the butterflies in my stomach will ever go away, because I can’t imagine it.

‘The man says he’ll take us over as soon as the weather eases,’ Liam says when he reaches me. The boatman has disappeared somewhere, probably to wait out the weather.

‘How long will that be?’ I ask, frowning up at the petulant sky.

Liam shrugs. ‘Not long. He seemed to think it’ll clear up soon. Let’s go and grab a beer while we wait.’

‘Sounds good.’

Liam steers us away from the water’s edge and back up the beach. There’s a pub sitting opposite the pier; one of a handful of old, stone buildings that make up the hamlet of Arduaine. Too small to be a village, Arduaine is an outcropping built to withstand the weather. The pub is short and squat, its walls thick as a jail’s. Its windows are small beady eyes, recessed deep into heavy sockets.

‘The Bucket of Blood?’ I say, reading the battered wooden sign nailed over the casement.

Liam opens the door. ‘Let’s hope they serve a decent IPA,’ he laughs, as I duck under his arm and walk inside.

The pub is cosier than its name would have us believe. A fire crackles in the grate and the burnished brass fittings glow as though they’ve absorbed centuries of polish. It’s empty, aside from a middle-aged landlord, with a complexion as weathered as the pub sign outside, and a man in his mid to late twenties who’s wearing a camouflage jacket and sitting at the far end of the bar, hunched over and nursing a pint.

‘Afternoon,’ the landlord says, smiling at us as we lower our hoods and approach. ‘What can I get you?’

Liam, always affable and friendly in situations like these, immediately falls into conversation with him about the local ales on tap. I take off my jacket and start to unwind my scarf but stop suddenly, feeling eyes on me, and turn my head. The man at the end of the bar is staring right at me. I smile, trying to be polite, but his gaze remains unflinchingly cold and piercing, so I look away. I wonder what his problem is. Perhaps he doesn’t like non-locals in his pub. I wrap my scarf back around my neck, feeling a sudden chill despite the fire roaring in the grate. It feels more like winter, not at all like the dying days of summer.

‘Lime and soda?’ Liam asks, turning to me.

I nod. ‘Yes, thanks.’

‘I thought we could wait until we get to the island before we eat,’ Liam says.

I nod again. I’m not hungry anyway. The doctor said it can be normal with depression to lose your appetite, and that I should wait for the anti-depressants to kick in. I started taking them a month ago though and haven’t yet felt any change, at least to my eating. I’m definitely starting to see some improvement in my mood – a crack of light is appearing in the dark. Who knows? By the end of the week maybe the horrible weight pressing down on me will have been levered off like a giant boulder and I’ll start to feel free of it.

It’s not that I don’t want to be happy; that I don’t crave it. But in my memory, happiness is like the chocolate cake my mum used to make for me every birthday since I was a little girl, covered in lashings of chocolate buttercream and decorated with chocolate buttons. I can picture it in my mind’s eye – can even recall the feeling of the fork tines against my tongue and the gooey warmth as the first bite hits the roof of my mouth – but for the life of me I can’t remember what it tastes like.

As Liam brings our drinks over to a table in the corner, I glance at him, grateful that he suggested we rebook the honeymoon that we’d had to so abruptly cancel. He thought I’d want to go somewhere hot and suggested the hotel on Santorini, but I didn’t feel up to going far from home, couldn’t imagine myself lying by a pool under a blazing hot sun. And I’ve always wanted to visit Scotland. My mum and I used to talk about it, both of us having fallen in love with the Outlander books, but we never got around to making the trip. Liam’s roots are Scottish, and he’s really into history, so he seemed happy enough with the idea when I suggested it.

‘Cheers,’ he says, chinking his glass against mine.

‘Cheers,’ I answer.

‘To us,’ he says, leaning across the table and kissing me. ‘I love you,’ he adds in a whisper, his lips warm against mine.

‘I love you too,’ I reply, kissing him back. ‘Happy honeymoon.’

He brushes a strand of hair behind my ear, his fingers grazing my cheek and sending a shiver down my spine. He grins and I get a flash of memory of the first time I saw him. The very first thing I noticed about him then was the brilliant blue of his eyes and a smile that suggested a certain boyish recklessness and sense of adventure, as well as a level of confidence that I’d only ever aspired to. It’s what I first fell for about him.

After taking another swallow of beer Liam jumps to his feet. ‘Just going to use the loo,’ he says, and strolls towards a door in the far corner of the pub.

I sip my drink and glance around the room. The landlord is sitting on a stool, reading the sports pages of the Scottish Times. My gaze drifts to the man sitting at the end of the bar and to my surprise I find him staring back at me with that same piercing look, his eyes hooded and narrowed.

‘You heading to Shura?’ he asks in a low Scottish burr.

I nod, recognizing the name of the island we’re going to. ‘Yes.’

‘You staying long?’ he grunts.

‘A week,’ I say, wondering why he wants to know.

‘You know the place is haunted?’

‘What?’ I ask, laughing nervously. He’s obviously pulling my leg. Yet he isn’t smiling; his expression remains sullen.

The landlord looks up from his paper. ‘Aye,’ he says, glancing at the man before looking at me. ‘He’s not wrong. Shura’s haunted as they come.’

I look between the two men, wondering if they’re messing around with me, teasing the newcomer, or if it’s some kind of inside joke between them; but the younger man still isn’t smiling, and the landlord’s expression is completely earnest. He nods again. ‘There was a terrible murder there.’ He glances at the younger man and then adds, ‘I mean, there’ve been lots of murders there.’

My mouth must have fallen open because he continues in a softer tone: ‘The Vikings used to raid all around these parts.’

‘Oh,’ I manage to say.

‘There used to be a monastery out there on Shura. Easy pickings. A lot of monks got killed. Nowhere to run, you see. Or hide.’

‘Right …’ I say, unsure how to react.

‘You’ll see some ancient burial sites on the island too if you look carefully. Celtic ruins from way, way back.’

I smile politely and nod. Liam will at least like that.

The landlord moves to clear the man’s empty beer glass. ‘Another?’ he asks him.

‘Aye,’ the man replies with a scowl, before twisting around to face me with a scowl. ‘Shura’s cursed. You shouldn’t be going there.’

I swallow drily, feeling my stomach drop away.

‘Come on now, let’s not scare the lass,’ the landlord admonishes, obviously seeing the anxiety on my face. ‘The island’s beautiful. You’ll have a lovely time,’ he reassures me.

The younger man twists back around in his seat to face the bar, shoulders hunched, and the landlord goes back to his newspaper. And I’m left with my imagination, which lurches into overtime. The idea that the place is haunted is unsettling, casting a dark cloud over what’s meant to be a romantic getaway. And what does the younger man mean about the island being cursed?

Liam walks out the bathroom just then. Immediately he reads the atmosphere in the room; the undercurrent of tension. ‘You OK?’ he asks, sitting down and throwing a suspicious look at the other two men.

I nod, still feeling unsettled. ‘Fine. They were just telling me about the island.’

‘A little bit of history,’ the landlord pipes up with a smile.

‘Oh, anything interesting?’ Liam asks, glancing between them.

‘They were saying it’s haunted,’ I tell him, glancing his way to gauge his reaction.

‘Right,’ he says, rolling his eyes and smirking. Being a detective means that Liam deals with all sorts of horrible crimes – murders, robberies, assault – so nothing much fazes him, and definitely not the idea of ghosts.

‘Ignore them,’ he says to me now, taking my hand. ‘We’re on our honeymoon. And we’re going to have a great time.’

‘Unless of course the island is haunted,’ I joke.

‘There’s no such thing as ghosts,’ he answers, taking a sip of his beer.

I sip my drink and say nothing. I’m not so sure about that.





Chapter Two

The island is visible now. It’s shrouded in fog though, wisps of cloud clinging to it.

Liam helps me into the small boat with an outboard motor that will carry us over to it, making sure the straps of my life jacket are done up tight. He knows I’m afraid of water; I have been ever since I almost drowned one time. It’s something I still have nightmares about.

Liam sees me eyeing the near-black surface of the water with uneasiness. ‘You’re all right,’ he tells me in the same tone he uses when I jolt awake screaming from a bad dream. ‘You won’t fall in, I promise. And if you do,’ he adds with a wink, ‘I’ll jump in and save you.’

I force a smile and take a seat at the front of the boat, my right hand gripping the side white-knuckled, despite Liam’s reassurances. He sits opposite me and holds my free hand, his fingers grazing the diamond ring and the simple gold band that was once my grandmother’s.

The boatman, wearing a bright yellow rain mac and galoshes, pulls the starting cord and the engine splutters damply to life. We set off, bouncing over the waves, and I fix my gaze on the island in the distance. My hood flies back and the wind whips my hair around my head. I close my eyes as the spray hits my face, relishing the cold scouring my skin. It’s awakening, as though it has the power to blast away my sadness.

‘Who owns the place?’ I hear Liam ask the boatman and I open my eyes to look in their direction.

The boatman shrugs. ‘Mystery. No one knows. Was on the market for a few years but no one wanted to touch it on account of its history. Then it was bought a few months back,’ he grunts.

‘What history?’ I ask.

‘Oh, just, you know … she’s got a dark history, Shura.’

‘You mean the Viking raids?’ I ask.

The boatman glances at me with something of a puzzled expression. ‘Aye,’ he says, ‘that’ll be it.’

I frown. It’s obvious that there’s something more to the island’s history, but no one wants to open up and say what it is. And I’m not sure I want to press and find out.

‘You’re the first ones to visit,’ the boatman adds, changing the subject.

‘Really?’ Liam asks.

The boatman nods. ‘Aye. I should know. No other way of getting over there, ’cept by boat. And you’re the only ones I’ve taken.’

‘It’s our honeymoon,’ Liam tells the man. He beams at me as he says it, squeezing my hand, his thumb still rubbing the smooth gold of my wedding ring.

‘Congratulations,’ the boatman says to us both, but it sounds perfunctory, like he couldn’t care less. I notice he’s wearing a wedding ring too, dull and scarred and almost welded to his gnarled hand.

‘How long have you been married for?’ I ask him.

‘Forty-three years,’ he grunts, but he doesn’t look happy about it.

I honestly believe that Liam and I will be one of the one in three couples that stays together ‘till death do us part’. Even though we didn’t get married in a church because Liam isn’t religious, we still said the traditional vows and, when I spoke that part, that was when it really sank in that we were committing to be together forever.

I turn my attention to the island, coming into clearer view now. The forest rises up like a dark, silent army, as if the island is barricading itself to visitors, and the cliffs at the far end almost do make the place seem cursed. I wonder about the history of the place – the Viking invasions that the landlord mentioned and the dark history the boatman just hinted at – and shiver again, despite the extra wool sweater of Liam’s that I’m wearing under my jacket. I’m naturally superstitious and I can’t shake the sense of foreboding which has settled over me.

As we continue to bounce over the water, edging nearer and nearer to what I can now make out is a slim jetty at the opposite end of the island to the cliffs, the shape of a house starts to materialise, white with dark wood timbers. It’s set a little way back from the shoreline. That must be the cottage we’re staying in – the old forge.

In that same moment, the sun breaks through the cloud and what seemed to be an inhospitable piece of land rising out of black, unforgiving waters is suddenly transformed as if someone has waved a wand and broken a witch’s spell. The beaches shine dazzlingly white and the sunlight glitters off the water, forcing me to squint. The forest is no longer a silent, defending army, but an enchanted wood, begging to be explored. The sun breaks through further cracks in the grey cloud and it makes me think of someone tearing off wrapping paper to reveal the blue gift of the sky beneath. It’s like two different islands; one from a nightmare, the other from a fairy tale. Though a lot of fairy tales resemble nightmares when you think about it. I decide to throw off my feelings of anxiety and push the idea of the island being cursed out of my mind. This week is the start of a new chapter.

As the boatman turns off the motor to allow us to drift to the jetty, and the roaring in my ears disappears, I’m struck all at once by the stillness. All I can hear is the water lapping the side of the boat, the wind whispering through the trees and a gull crying overhead.

I turn wide-eyed and still smiling to Liam. ‘It’s so beautiful.’

He grins back at me and I take his hand, linking my fingers through his, feeling the warmth and strength in them. I know I haven’t been easy to live with these last two months, but he’s stuck by me regardless, telling me repeatedly that he’s not going anywhere. Besides, now we’re married, he’s got to stick with me through thick and thin, he likes to joke.

‘Are you happy?’ he asks now, a shade of concern in his eyes.

‘Yes,’ I say, my eyes drifting back to the island; and it’s true for once.

Once we’re tied up at the jetty, the boatman points us towards the cottage. It’s sitting three hundred feet away, on a piece of higher ground.

‘You’ll find the key in the lock box by the front door,’ he tells us as he sets our bags down. ‘I think you’ve got the code.’

Liam nods and slips him a twenty as a tip. The man pockets the money with a grateful smile. ‘I’ll be back in a week,’ he says as he steps into the boat.

I take out my phone to check the time and notice there’s no coverage.

‘You willnae get signal out here,’ the boatman comments, nodding at my phone.

‘There’s a satellite phone in the cottage if you need to contact anyone in an emergency. Though I doubt you’ll need it,’ he adds. He gestures at the loch. ‘Just make sure you keep out of the water.’

I grimace; I have absolutely no intention of going anywhere near the water.

‘Lots of people drown, god rest their souls,’ the boatman goes on. ‘Don’t realise how deep it is – six hundred foot in places. Deeper than the North Sea. Drops away before you know it. It’s the cold that gets ’em. Only takes a few seconds and you’re dead.’ He snaps his fingers to illustrate his point.

I eye the loch even more nervously, my stomach muscles clenching rigidly, as though someone has just thrown me into the icy depths.

‘Don’t worry,’ Liam reassures the man. ‘We won’t be going swimming.’

‘Aye,’ the man says, untying the boat. ‘Well, have a nice time. Enjoy yourselves.’

‘Thank you,’ I call after the man as he pushes off from the jetty.

As the boat drifts away, the boatman tilts his head up to look at the sky, as though reading something in the clouds, which have now almost completely been chased away by the sun. ‘Best make the most of the weather,’ he says. ‘Storm’s on its way.’

‘The forecast said it would be sunny all week,’ Liam responds.

The boatman gives a shrug. ‘Weatherman doesnae know anything. Take it from me. There’s a storm on its way.’

Liam frowns as he picks up our bags and starts walking down the jetty towards the cottage. I watch the boat disappear into the distance and then hurry after him, feeling a faint stirring of something I can’t immediately identify as I take in the view of the island and the cottage up ahead. Excitement. I haven’t felt that in so long. I take a deep breath and let it buoy my spirits.

This is going to be the perfect honeymoon, I think to myself as I reach Liam’s side.





Chapter Three

Liam locates the key in the lockbox and unlocks the front door. He has to duck to enter the cottage as the doorway is so low, built for shorter men in long-ago times. From the look of it I’m guessing it’s at least four hundred years old.

I stop for a moment to admire the lavender and geraniums planted in the flower beds and hanging baskets by the front door.

‘Laura, come and have a look!’ Liam shouts and I follow him inside.

‘Oh wow,’ I say, blown away as soon as I enter the living room. There are wooden beams crisscrossing the ceiling and a brand-new cast-iron stove sits in an ancient-looking fireplace. A plush sofa in heathered blue tweed sits on one side of the room, facing a wooden slab of a coffee table and a winged armchair in a damask rose. Warm rugs cover the flagstone floor. Thick, grey velvet curtains hang beside the small windows through which I can see fragments of the loch and sky. ‘This place is amazing,’ I sigh. And it is; it looks like something out of an interior design magazine.

‘Home for the week,’ Liam says, clearly also impressed. ‘Come on, let’s look around.’

We wander through into a kitchen at the rear of the cottage. It’s simple but tastefully done, with granite surfaces and state-of-the-art appliances, including a coffee maker, which I know will make Liam exceedingly happy. He loves his coffee in the morning.

True to form, Liam notices it with glee, running his hand over the surface. He then makes for the fridge and opens it. It’s full to bursting with groceries: milk, cheese, vegetables, packages wrapped in brown paper, which I assume are the steak and the fish that we ordered in advance. I count two bottles of white wine in the door, as well as six cans of IPA. In the wine rack by the back door I notice another three bottles of red.

‘Seems like everything I ordered,’ Liam says, shutting the fridge and opening cupboards, to find them stocked with staples and dried food.

We run up the stairs like a couple of giddy teenagers to discover the bedroom. I stop in the doorway and take in the double bed under the eaves, decorated with a warm quilt and several throw pillows, then I cross to the large dormer window.

‘Check out the view,’ I say as I gaze out over the vast expanse of the loch. It’s like we’re on a boat at sea.

‘I am,’ Liam answers.

I turn and find him looking at me from the threshold, grinning in a way that makes my stomach flip over on itself again. I know what he’s thinking about, it’s clear from his expression, but I need a shower first. We’ve been on the road since six this morning and I feel gritty and rumpled from the journey.

I make for the en-suite bathroom. There’s a clawfoot tub set in front of a window, this one facing the back garden. I peer out to see that it stretches all the way towards the forest, standing proudly several hundred feet away.

Liam comes up behind me and wraps his arms around my waist. He rests his chin on my shoulder. ‘Let me run you a bath,’ he murmurs into my ear.

I close my eyes and lean back against his broad chest. ‘Mmmm, that would be nice.’

Whilst he starts running the taps, I turn and catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror above the sink. I startle, as I often do when I catch sight of myself unexpectedly these days, because it’s like a stranger has appeared out of nowhere and is staring at me with a look of shock on their face. I’m so thin. I really need to start eating again. Hopefully all the fresh air will help rouse my appetite.

I head into the bedroom to unpack, folding my clothes neatly into the drawers of the dresser, leaving the top one clear for Liam. I can’t help but imagine what it would be like to live here. We keep talking about buying together, although Liam moved in with me a while ago. It made sense, as I have a two-bedroom terrace house and he was living in a flat-share with a colleague. He’s been saving up for years to put down a deposit on his own place and now that I have a little inheritance from my mother, we’ve been talking about pooling our money and buying somewhere bigger.

By the time I head back into the bathroom I find Liam has emptied half a bottle of Molton Brown bubble bath into the bathtub and it’s almost overflowing. He grins like a kid and I laugh.

‘Go on, get in,’ he says.

I undress slowly, aware of Liam watching. I feel self-conscious about my body, always have, but I know how much he enjoys looking at me. And even though I’ve lost some weight, he’s always telling me that I’m gorgeous and paying me compliments. At first, I found it hard to hear and didn’t believe him, because no one had ever paid me that much attention before, or treated me the way he did – and even now, eight months later, I still haven’t quite got used to it.

I grew up with a father who was always calling my mother names and yelling abuse at me, too, telling me I was a lazy, fat cow. And before Liam, I dated a couple of guys, one at school and one just last year, both of whom ended up being as awful as my dad, though at the time of course I couldn’t see it; I was just flattered that somebody was interested in me. I cringe when I think about it now – how pathetic I was, how needy, and how willing I was to put the needs of undeserving people before my own.

My first boyfriend, Dean, I met at school. I only found out after he dumped me that he’d been cheating on me the whole time. Turns out he hadn’t even thought of me as a girlfriend; I was just a bet he’d made with friends, to see if he could make me fall in love with him and take my virginity. I offered it up to him on a plate and the memory still makes me burn with shame. As soon as he succeeded in his goal, he started spreading disgusting lies about me around school, and I ended up dropping out of my final year and finishing my coursework at home because of all the bullying that ensued.

And then there was Paul, who I met at the animal shelter where I used to volunteer. He was older than me and worked for the council’s animal control service. He’d bring in dogs, ones that the police had deemed dangerous that needed to be put down. Paul seemed sweet and considerate but after a few dates he ghosted me on New Year’s Eve and I never heard from him again.

I’d begun to believe that all men were as bad as my dad, and I’d just about given up hope of ever meeting anyone decent when Liam arrived like Prince Charming and whisked me off my feet.

I shiver as I discard my underwear. The heating isn’t on and the cottage is a little cold, so I slip quickly into the bath and beneath the water.

‘How is it?’ Liam asks, perching on the side as I let the bubbles smother me.

‘Bliss,’ I tell him.

‘I’ll go and put the heating on and make a cup of tea. It’s chilly isn’t it?’

‘It is Scotland,’ I tell him.

‘It’s still summer,’ he complains.

‘At least we’ve got central heating. Imagine what it must have been like for the Celts and the monks who used to live here.’

He grins. ‘True. Glad I’m not a monk. For more reasons than that.’ He winks at me.

Once he’s gone, I tip my head back against the bathtub and take a deep breath. I let it out in a big exhalation, feeling the tension start to ease from my knotted shoulders. Before I know it, I’ve started to cry. The melancholy descends on me like a sudden summer storm. The sadness rises up out of nowhere sometimes; a tsunami of grief, and the tears will be pouring silently down my face, soaking my lap, before I even notice I’m crying. Other times it comes in great racking sobs that force me to bury my head in a pillow and scream. And every so often the pain hits me like an axe to the stomach, felling me, making me clutch my sides and gasp for breath, the sob trapped inside of me, unable to escape.

I miss my mum more than I thought it possible to miss a person. The two of us were unusually close, more like sisters, and definitely best friends. After my dad died of a heart attack when I was fifteen it was just the two of us for years. I would quite happily have stayed living at home with Mum forever, but she wanted me to go out and live my life – insisted, in fact, that I did. After graduating, when I found a job, my mum dived into her savings and helped me put down a deposit on a small two-up, two-down terraced house. But even after I moved out, I still spent several evenings a week over at her place. We’d eat dinner and watch The Great British Bake Off or Escape to the Continent.

It was Mum who encouraged me to pursue veterinary science at the local college, even though I didn’t think I was smart enough, and Mum who told me to follow my dreams, even when I didn’t feel brave enough. It’s why I’m here now – why I told Liam to rebook the honeymoon. I’m trying to move on; trying to be strong. I want to do it to honour her memory. My mum wouldn’t want me to be moping and sad and pathetic. She’d want me to pick myself up and get on with my life. Above all, I know she’d want me to be happy.

She loved Liam, too, and I comfort myself with the fact that she got to be there for the wedding. They say your wedding day is meant to be the best day of your life, but in my case, it was the best day of my mum’s life. I’d never seen her so happy; she cried through the entire service, tears splashing onto the paper when she signed her name as witness. I’ll never forget the way she looked at me when I came downstairs in my wedding dress, and how she told me I was beautiful before she walked me up the aisle at the registry office. I’ll never forget how Liam kissed her cheek and told her thank you when she put my hand into his before we said our vows. I’m so grateful that I have these memories, even at the same time that I’m furious I won’t get to make any more with her.

Quickly, I wash my hair in the bath, dunking my head beneath the water – careful to keep my face above the surface – then I clamber out, gripping the sides of the bath tightly because my legs feel like they’re made of cotton wool. I dry off using a soft white robe that’s hanging on the back of the door and then throw on some jeans and woollen socks, as well as a T-shirt and a thick jumper, glad I thought to bring warm clothes, knowing that the weather can be temperamental in the far north of Scotland.

On my way out of the room, I look in the mirror and notice with dismay how badly my roots are showing, my hair not so much blonde as the colour of dirty dishwater. I look alabaster pale, too, and for a moment I almost crumple in my resolve to be strong, but I take a deep breath and force a smile. New beginnings, I remind myself.

By the time I head back downstairs, the tea Liam has made is half-cold, but I sip it anyway and go and sit beside Liam on the sofa. He’s leafing through a book and I glance at the title: A History of the Isle of Shura. There’s a photograph of a grand Gothic castle on the front.

‘There’s a castle?’ I ask, gesturing to the picture.

Liam nods. ‘Yeah, it was built on the ruins of the medieval monastery.’ He keeps flicking through the pages of the book. ‘I didn’t know about it either – it wasn’t mentioned on the website. We should go and check it out. Maybe we can go inside.’

I look closer at the image. The castle looks like something out of a Brontë novel; lots of arched windows and towers and gargoyles. No wonder people think the island is haunted. If a ghost was looking for a place to haunt, it would definitely feel at home there.

Liam pushes a plate of shortbread fingers my way. I take one but find I can’t bring myself to eat it. I feel suddenly nauseous, flushed from the bath, my head spinning, so I set it back down on the plate.

‘The castle was in the McKay family for six hundred years,’ Liam says, reading out loud. ‘They probably had to sell because it was too expensive to keep up – I’ve read about that happening.’

He turns the page.

‘Is that them?’ I ask, peering at another photograph, this one of a man, a woman and a boy of about eight or nine standing on the steps of the castle. The massive wooden doors of the castle are open behind them, giving a small glimpse of a wood-panelled interior hall filled with portraits and stuffed animal heads.

Liam reads the description below the photo. ‘“Andrew and Nancy McKay with their son, Elliot”. Yeah, looks like they were the last owners. The book was published seven years ago.’

I study the picture. Andrew, who looks to be in his forties, has a long face with piercing eyes. He’s tall and rangy and has a sullen expression on his face as he stares directly into the camera, like he’s staring down an enemy.

His wife, Nancy, looks to be in her mid-thirties, beautiful, with a watchful gaze. She’s slim and delicate looking, but perhaps that’s only emphasised because she’s standing beside Andrew.

Elliot looks like his mother: slight, with light-coloured hair, though it’s hard to tell the exact colour because it’s a black-and-white photo. He’s clearly pale though, and I can just about make out freckles dotted across his nose and cheeks. A large Greyhound dog stands beside him and his hand is resting on the dog’s back. Similarly, I notice Nancy has her hand on her son’s shoulder. Meanwhile, Andrew is touching neither his wife nor his son, nor the dog, but stands apart, hands hanging at his sides, curled into fists.

Liam shuts the history book and picks up a map of the island. It’s old and creased and he spreads it out over both our laps. He stabs his finger down where the cottage is marked. ‘This is us,’ he says. ‘We’re at the south-east end of the island.’

I glance at the key at the bottom of the map and calculate that the island is approximately two miles long and about a mile-and-a-half wide. The castle is marked right in the centre, with the forest to the east and the cliffs rising to the west.

‘The book said there’s an ancient barrow somewhere,’ he says, sounding excited.

I shake my head, confused. ‘What’s a barrow?’

‘It’s where the Druids and the Picts used to bury their dead,’ he explains eagerly. ‘A stone and earth chamber. I just read about it in the book. I thought we could go looking for it.’

I remember what the pub landlord said about the ancient burial sites. ‘OK,’ I say, trying to summon some enthusiasm. I know Liam is a history buff so I’ll have to let him drag me around in search of this barrow. ‘Does it give any indication of where it is?’ I ask.

He shakes his head. ‘No, but we’ll find it. I am a detective after all.’

I glance at the map. The forest seems to cover about two thirds of the island, with grazing land marked on the far western end, where the cliffs are. It’s a large area to scour for what is essentially a mound of earth.

‘Looks like a nice beach over here,’ Liam says, pointing out a long stretch of sand marked on the northern side. Now that sounds much more enticing. Hopefully Liam will forget his idea of hunting for old graves and want to go there instead.

‘Maybe we can go there for a picnic one day?’ I suggest.

He nods in agreement and keeps studying the map. I know he’s committing it to memory. He’s lucky. He has a photographic memory; he can remember names, faces, things he’s read or seen in minute detail. He can even recall whole conversations word for word, ones that we’ve had months before that I have no recollection of. It makes him a formidable detective and interrogator. Whilst he’s engrossed, I pick up another book from the coffee table; this one leather bound. ‘GUEST BOOK’ is embossed on the cover in gold leaf. I flick through the pages, all of them blank, and then stop, surprised.

‘He was wrong,’ I say.

Liam looks up from the map.

‘The boatman,’ I explain, showing Liam the guest book. ‘He said we were the first guests.’ On the first page someone has written an entry in spidery, blue handwriting. ‘But this is dated from last Christmas Eve.’

‘That’s strange,’ Liam says, taking the book from me and looking at the date. ‘Maybe they were the last visitors here, before the island was bought and the cottage was converted.’

Liam reads the entry out loud: ‘Stay was cut short unfortunately, but it was wonderful until then. Tried looking for the burial site but couldn’t find it. I look forward to visiting in the future. A warning to guests: stay away from the cliffs. A fall could be fatal.’

Liam closes the book and puts it back on the coffee table. ‘Fancy an explore?’ he asks, jumping to his feet.

‘Are we going looking for the barrow?’ I ask with a wry smile.

He shakes his head. ‘We’ll do that tomorrow when we’ve got more time. Let’s go and check out the castle. That’ll be a bit easier to find, I suspect!’





Chapter Four

We leave by the back door and Liam locks it, despite the fact we’re alone on the island and it’s not as if anyone is going to break in and rob us. ‘Force of habit,’ he laughs, pocketing the key.

There’s a stack of chopped wood piled almost five feet high against the side of the house, covered in a tarp. ‘Enough wood to see us through a whole winter,’ Liam comments, nodding in its direction. ‘And the summer too. Christ, it’s nippy. I’ll put a fire on when we get back.’ He grimaces a little, pulling his coat around him to keep out the chill, then takes my hand as we head into the forest. I’m equally grateful for my scarf and the warm coat I brought with me.

The sunlight barely penetrates among the trees and the occasional beam that slips between the dark branches reminds me of light shining through the windows of a church, as does the hushed stillness. I take deep breaths, filling my lungs with fresh air, revelling in the sense of freedom that’s germinated in me, just by being here among nature. It’s as if I’ve left the past behind and I’m taking my first teetering steps on a new path. We follow a winding route through the forest; I’m not sure which direction we’re heading in exactly. It’s dank and mossy and there’s no real trail. Very quickly, I feel lost.

‘This way,’ Liam says, orienting us without a problem.

After a few more minutes, we break into a clearing and I pull up abruptly, stumbling into Liam. Up ahead is the castle – but it looks nothing like it did in the photograph. It’s a ruin: fire has gutted it almost completely, and it lies before us like a blackened, half-eaten carcass.

‘Guess that’s why they didn’t mention it on the website,’ Liam laughs.

I stare up at it and suppress a shudder. Though it’s only five o’clock in the afternoon and won’t be dark for ages, the broken timbers of the roof cast a long shadow and I remember the conversation back in the pub – all that talk of ghosts. Did someone die in the fire perhaps?

‘I wonder how it burned down,’ I say. ‘And if anyone got hurt.’ I think of the photograph of Nancy, Andrew and Elliot.

We walk along the edge of the clearing, circumnavigating the castle at a distance. It’s four storeys tall, but the roof has collapsed in places and the rafters poke up like painfully splintered ribs. One wing of the castle has been totally destroyed, but the other side is still mainly intact – though many of the windows are smashed and probing tendrils of ivy have snaked their way inside.

The ground floor windows look to be boarded up with plywood, though I can’t think why. Perhaps kids sometimes come over from the mainland, I muse, looking for some illicit fun. Or more likely it’s to stop animals from going inside and making it their own. It seems odd that it was never torn down, but perhaps it’s too expensive to bother, and maybe there’s no point. Eventually nature will claim it; it’s already starting to.

The back of the castle is in an even worse state than the front. The walls have broken down entirely in places and it looks like a giant doll’s house that’s hinged wide open. I can even make out floral wallpaper, stained and faded, in an upstairs room, and a wooden rocking horse, sitting forlornly in what must once have been a nursery on the first floor. I wonder at all the memories a home can hold – whether they imprint on the bricks and mortar.

‘Shall we see if we can find that beach?’ Liam asks, nudging my elbow.

I nod, wanting to get away from the place and its eerie presence; something about it makes me feel uneasy.

We dive back into the forest, Liam navigating our way with ease between the trees, carving out a new pathway through the bracken and undergrowth. I wonder how long it’s been since anyone trod where my feet are landing. It’s easy to imagine we’re the only people in the world out here, or that we’ve stepped back in time to another era altogether.

When we reach




































OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Dedication

 
		Contents


		Part One

		Chapter One: Day One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six: Day Two


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight: Day Three


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten: Day Four


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen: Day Five


		Chapter Seventeen


		Chapter Eighteen


		Chapter Nineteen


		Chapter Twenty


		Chapter Twenty-One


		Chapter Twenty-Two


		Chapter Twenty-Three


		Chapter Twenty-Four: Day Six


		Chapter Twenty-Five


		Chapter Twenty-Six


		Chapter Twenty-Seven







		Part Two

		Chapter Twenty-Eight: Eight Months Earlier — Mia


		Chapter Twenty-Nine: Day Seven — Laura


		Chapter Thirty: Mia







		Part Three

		Chapter Thirty-One: Eight Months Earlier — Laura







		Part Four

		Chapter Thirty-Two: Mia


		Chapter Thirty-Three: Laura — Two Months Earlier


		Chapter Thirty-Four: Laura


		Chapter Thirty-Five: Laura


		Chapter Thirty-Six







		Acknowledgements


		Keep Reading …


		About the Author


		About the Publisher







Guide



    		Cover


    		Contents

    
    		Title page








		iii


		iv


		v


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		i








OPS/images/logo.jpg





OPS/images/cover.png
It was meant to be the
PEREEGIEESGAPE .

.But it became the
PERFECT NIGHTMARE..

SARAH ALDERSON





