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Dear Reader,

While inspired by real events and the construction of the Italian Chapel in Orkney during the Second World War, this is very much a work of fiction. As such, characters and places have been invented and the names of locations and timings of events have often been changed.

Within this book, I wanted to give voice to the people who find themselves caught up in war, swept along by love and transformed as a result of circumstances beyond their control.

While editing the story, I found myself in the midst of a global pandemic and months of lockdown, watching the world close in on itself: people confined to their homes, yet still reaching out to each other, supporting each other, offering love through everyday acts of kindness. I was struck, once again, by the ways in which people under pressure seek escape, the ways in which we create beauty through art and the places where we find love and light.

Thank you for reading this book. I hope you enjoy it.
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If the earth shook and the sea swept over the fields, it was the Stoor Worm yawning. He was so long that there was no place for his body until he coiled it around the earth. His breath was so venomous that when he was angry, every living thing within his reach was destroyed. People grew pale and crossed themselves when they heard his name, for he was the worst of the nine fearful curses that plague mankind.

From Asipattle and the Stoor Worm, an Orkney folk tale
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Prologue

The girls, Selkie Holm, Orkney, September 1942

Of all the ways to die, drowning must be the most peaceful. Water above, sounds cushioned, womb-dark. Drowning is a return to something before the knife-blade of living. It is the death we would choose, if the choice was ours to make.

It is the death we would choose for others too – if we loved them enough.

The sea is cold, filling our noses when we surface. We dive back beneath the water to tug the foot free. Everything is blurred as the waves crash into the barriers. We clutch each other, kicking furiously to stop ourselves being smashed into the rocks, watching the pale body drift back and forth with each tidal tug. Above the waves, the storm churns – people on land will be smothering their lights, shutting out the lashing rain, the threat from passing planes and unseen monsters. They will believe the Stoor Worm is in a fury.

The body is silent now; motionless, apart from the movement of the waves. Our lungs burn. Moments ago, scrabbling nails had clawed at us and fingers had reached for our hands. A fierce, desperate tug. A final watery shriek. Then sudden stillness – the eyes fixed open, as if the body was alive and breathing brine, like some creature of myth.

We help each other from the water, both sobbing. And then we work to get the body from the sea, to free the clothing where it has snagged on the rocks. We dive in again and again. Our lungs ache. Our muscles shudder. Our hands grow numb and our fingers slip from the body’s slick skin.

Finally, it comes free.

We drag it upwards onto the barrier that the prisoners built. We’d watched them laying down stone, unspooling barbed wire, changing the shape of our island and bringing chaos to our doorstep.

Even before the war arrived here – before the guns and the guards and the iron huts full of foreign prisoners – Orkney hadn’t been a safe place. People have their own beliefs this far north: their laws are ancient and quick and brutal. These islands teeter on the edge of the world. Once, Orkney would have been a blank on a map. Terra Incognita – some skinny-shanked sailor’s drunken dream, the land rising out of the fog and disappearing again before he could set foot on the shape his finger traced on the murky horizon.

There are a hundred sunken tombs on these islands where we could hide the body – deep pits in the ground, covered with rock and earth, surrounded by the ragged incisors of standing stones that rear skywards – but they are too far away. Instead, we begin to drag it towards the quarry, where there will be shelter from the wind’s bite, and rocks enough for a burial.

The walls of the quarry rise dark around us; the wind snaps our hair over our faces, whipping tears from our eyes. We scrabble in the rubble, our hands wet and numb, until we find seven stones of a good size. We place them on the body, according to the ceremony. One on the forehead to still the beating thoughts; one on the chest to quiet the hammering heart; one in each hand and one on each foot, to end all movement; and a final pebble in the mouth to stop the breath. Without such precautions, the dead are restless and tormented and have been known to haunt the living. We say the rhyme:


‘Take blood and breath and flesh and bone,

take all between these seven stones.’



Finally, we take the metal heart from our pocket and place it on the chest, above the space where the living heart used to beat. We turn away so we cannot press our lips to the cold skin: the feel of that cooling flesh will be too much.

It is finished. We can do no more to say farewell.

The ground is rough beneath us as we sit next to the cold body, waiting for the last of the storm to die down.

After they find us, we won’t see the sky again. It’ll be a private hanging in a dark cellar, last used to string up smugglers and fish thieves. Or perhaps we will see sunlight when they take us out to a quiet field at dawn, before they blindfold us and take aim.

The clouds drift away, revealing the last of the stars, their signs and warnings unread by those islanders hiding in the blackout or sleeping in their beds. This is the time of salt laced outside doors to warn off sea spirits. The land, pockmarked by dropped bombs and groaning under skeins of wire, smells of doused fires and explosives from the quarry. Had we knocked on any of those darkened doors tonight, we’d have found it barred.

We wait.

‘How long, do you think?’

We draw a shuddering breath. It doesn’t matter now: the unseen days and weeks and years unravel blankly ahead of us. Light will bleed out over this water nightly; day will settle in again and again. We won’t know.

The first glimmer of sunrise brightens the sea, picking out the skeletal shadows of the wrecks from the last war. We used to swim down to them: ships full of dormant bombs and bleached bones. When the tide shifts, the jaws on some of the skulls clack open and shut, as if there is something they still want to say.

A figure finally walks along the barrier – Mr Cameron, with his rope-tied trousers, his grey skin, his hacking cough.

He is ten paces away before he sees the body.

‘Christ! What have you …? Christ!’

His face pales and he stumbles back along the barrier, not towards the houses of Kirkwall, just across the water, but up towards the camp, with its spiked fences and metal huts.

Now would be our chance to escape.

We don’t move. The cold from the ground seeps up into our bones, rooting us.

This is where we belong.

We squeeze our hands together as if we could become a single being. As if we could return to the time before the war. Before we knew about love and death and envy.

We count two hundred shared breaths before they come for us – not the police, but one of the guards from the camp, black-booted and in a pressed uniform of dark green: a practical colour to hide mud and bloodstains.

We stand and turn, face him and hold up our hands – the blue-white skin on our wrists identical, indistinguishable, even to our own eyes.

And with one voice, we say, ‘She didn’t do it. I did it. It was me.’
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Part One




Friday I held a seaman’s skull,

Sand spilling from it

The way time is told on kirkyard stones

From ‘Beachcomber’, George Mackay Brown






October 1941

Midnight. The sky is clear, star-stamped and silvered by the waxing gibbous moon. No planes have flown over the islands tonight; no bombs have fallen for over a year. The snub noses of anti-aircraft guns gleam, pointing skywards. The cliffs loom like paper cutouts, hulking shadows above the natural harbour of the bay. Everything is flattened by the darkness, as if the sea around Orkney is a stage set, waiting for an entrance.

The German U-boat glides between the rocks that lead to Scapa Flow. It is alone, on a mission that cannot be accomplished.

People have told Commander Pasch that he is mad, that he is risking his crew, his vessel, his own life. His men snap commands to each other in broken sentences. They touch the pictures of wives, children, lovers.

One of the men whispers, ‘Vater unser in Himmel …’ Our Father in Heaven.

Around the boat, the water shifts and sighs: so close to winter, the sea temperature would shock the air from the men’s lungs. Inside is safety. This boat has carried them through enemy waters, past icebergs and monsters of the deep. Their living home, snug, bullet-shaped, fuggy with their breath, thick with their laughter.

The submarine slides past the clean-picked bones of ships long-sunk. A maze of broken-ribbed vessels, stretching steel to snag them. Beyond, the navigator can make out a dark mass of ancient rock. Beneath the waves, one land looks much like any other; friend and enemy soil are the same in the darkness. But the man has studied this land, this route, these remote islands.

Orkney.

And above their heads, floating like ghosts in the moonlight, are the massed ships of the British Royal Navy. They will be full of men at ease: sleeping, dreaming of home. Their portholes will be open. No one will expect an attack.

But it is best not to think of the men. Best to focus on the instruments, on loading the torpedoes, on setting the sights on the largest boat at dock. HMS Royal Elm. It hangs, suspended in the water above them, bobbing like a bloated corpse.

The Orcadians sleep in their beds with half an ear open for bombers, which might still whine overhead for all it’s just past midnight. It’s rumoured that the Germans are developing a new plane, which can fly entirely silently, and they’ll be testing it on Orkney first. It’s been said that the Germans will overrun them.

‘Hush, you,’ the mammies whisper, when their children repeat the horrors they’ve heard in the schoolyard.

‘The Germans will peel off our skins, Mammy!’

‘We’ll no have Germans here.’ But their brows are creased as they smooth covers flat and kiss foreheads and press the blankets more closely around the windows to block out any light that might call to a passing plane.

There are many different islands, some clustered closely enough that you could swim from one to another, or shout insults across the water. The only safe secrets are concealed under the ground or beneath the sea.

They are a cold, closed people here. Hard-faced and with a single lonely beating heart. They survive as one. They weather storms and winds and bad harvests together. They know each other’s middle names, whose baby is teething, or whose children are in need of a sharp slap and some manners. They know when a couple has fallen out, or when someone has taken ill, and they deal with both problems the same way: a loaf of bread on the doorstep, like a promise, and an expectation that the matter will be resolved.

They have their own names for people from different islands: folk from Flotta are called Fleuks or Flounders. People from Hoy are Hawks. South Ronaldsay dwellers are called Witches. Nothing sinister in that – it’s an age-old name and no one asks for reasons.

There’s another, smaller, island too, Selkie Holm, named so for the creatures that are rumoured to swim in its waters: half woman, half fish. Until recently, no person had lived there for more than a hundred years. The only building is a broken-down shepherd’s bothy, which squats on the hill like a decaying tooth. It was uninhabited by anything except sheep until a few months ago, when the Reid twins moved in.

The inlet of Scapa Flow, which runs between the island of Selkie Holm and that of mainland Orkney and Kirkwall, has been used as a naval base since the Great War. No one is happy to see the ships come back, but what’s to be done? The English sailors are loud when they come ashore. There is less food for everyone and the small town of Kirkwall is crammed with young men, who drink too much beer, then whistle at the local girls. Only last week, a sailor grabbed a woman around the waist and tried to kiss her. She shrieked and cuffed him about the head. There was talk later that a group of Orcadian men were going to storm one of the boats and teach the sailor some manners. Nothing came of it – just old men and flat-footed youngsters making threats – but, still, the air has a frayed-rope feel, close to snapping.

Most of the young Orcadian men have gone off to fight. The islands are full of grandfathers, women and children – or young men unfit for combat. Those who remain feel raw and exposed, and huddle together against the gathering storm of war.

In the warmth of a Kirkwall pub, five men crouch around a table. They should have gone home an hour before, when the pub closed, but they have paid the barman well to lock the doors and keep the beer coming. They have cards and stories, which they share by the light of a single candle; they would barely be visible to anyone passing outside.

The old tales are told, one by one, as the cards are dealt: the mists that have been seen around the shores of Hoy, and the shapes stirring within them that one fisherman took for selkies; he steered closer, only to have his boat hit a rock.

‘He had to swim to safety. Spent the night clinging to the cliffs.’

The men laugh, but huddle closer to the fire.

Then Neil MacClenny looks over his shoulder and tells them he’s seen something else, something that doesn’t make sense, and just tonight too, when he was walking to the pub. The moonless sky was lit by the flare of the aurora – the Merrie Dancers – and MacClenny saw something moving just beneath the water out in the bay.

A dark shape. Like some beast, he whispers, leaning forward.

But MacClenny, with his drinker’s nose and his bloodshot eyes, is a gullible fool, even when sober, so the other men clap him on the back and buy him another whisky.

All the same, the story sobers them, quiets their chatter. There is something stirring – they can all feel it. They bid each other farewell quickly and quit the warmth of the pub soon afterwards, running past the sea, hardly daring to look at the water. They arrive home gasping, rushing upstairs to check on their children, and on their wives, who are indignant at having been woken and roll their eyes when they hear MacClenny’s tale. The men look at their sleeping families and laugh softly at their own foolishness. All the same, they snuff out their lights, check the bolts on their windows.

So, after midnight, the ships are silent in the bay and no one is watching when the periscope of the German U-boat snakes above the water, just long enough for Pasch’s trembling crew to load four torpedoes and fire them.

Dorothy

I am nearly asleep when the world catches fire.

I had been lying awake for hours, blinking at the grainy darkness, wishing for sleep, but every time I closed my eyes, I found myself counting: we had enough oats to last two weeks, but only enough butter for one. The meat might last ten days, if we were careful. But many of those things could only be found in Kirkwall, and returning there always sets Con to shaking, and stirs nausea in my gut.

Earlier that day, Con and I had rowed across from Selkie Holm to Kirkwall to buy supplies to repair our new home – an old shepherd’s bothy. The door is coming off its hinges and we need wood to repair the broken beams. We also have to find slate for the roof – it would be bearable sleeping half under the stars in the summer, but we’ll freeze this winter.

The war has made it a struggle to find anything for sale. But we had some wool and eggs to exchange, and another supply of washed and rolled bandages to be taken back to the Kirkwall hospital, so I was hopeful, as we moored in Kirkwall – or I was trying to be hopeful. Con’s mouth was downturned, but she wouldn’t argue with me again.

She climbed out of the boat and I squeezed her shoulder. She smiled reluctantly and I could feel her thinking, You wee bampot! It was something our parents used to call us. We both laughed, as if she’d said it aloud. Impossible to argue with someone when you know their every thought.

There were fewer motor-cars than there used to be, because of the rationing of petrol, and most people walked with their heads down. It was still strange to see the streets empty of young men – they’d left gradually, at first, but then in a flood, as the war came closer and the rumours of the horrors and violence elsewhere grew. With the streets half empty, you’d expect the shouts of children to be louder, but the mothers kept them close to their sides and shushed them. It was as if everyone was waiting for the next blow to fall.

The stonemason, Andrew Fulton, was stacking slates in his warehouse. I tapped lightly on the door and he looked up. He scratched his wispy grey hair, then walked towards us, wiping his hands on a rag. ‘Ah, Constance,’ he said.

‘It’s Dorothy. Con’s there.’

‘Of course it is,’ he said, his gaze flicking back and forth between me and Con. ‘And how can I help you, Dorothy?’

‘We need slate for the roof. And help laying it, I think. The bothy beams are crumbling.’

He scratched his head again. ‘Aye, well, that bothy’s in a poor state altogether. But I’m afraid this slate is all spoken for. It’s going south, you see.’

‘Along with everything else,’ Con muttered darkly.

‘True enough,’ Andrew said. ‘But we’ve to do our bit for the war. Even those of us too decrepit to fight.’ He laughed. When we didn’t join in, he let the noise trail off. ‘Now look, girls –’

‘We’re twenty-three,’ said Con.

‘Of course. Ladies. Selkie Holm isn’t the best place for you – for anyone. It’s a bad-luck island. Would it not be better for you to come back across to Kirkwall to live in your old house? It’s what your father would have wanted, I’m sure – two young women living alone in that place, it’s not right. And it seems a shame for your old Kirkwall house to be sitting there, locked up and empty –’

‘No,’ we said, in unison, as if we’d planned it.

His eyes darted between us, and then he used the rag to wipe his forehead, smearing slate dust across his brow.

‘I see, I see,’ he said. ‘Well, just you take care of yourselves, then. War isn’t the time to hold grudges.’

I could see Con was about to snap something at him, so I pulled on her hand, dragging her further into town.

It was the same when we went to buy rope, and when we enquired about new wooden beams: nothing was for sale; everything was being sent south. Wouldn’t we be much better off coming back to Kirkwall, rather than living alone and putting ourselves at risk? Shouldn’t we let the past lie and leave that dreadful island?

Night was falling when we rowed back to Selkie Holm, in silence, Con slashing the water with her oars. She’s always thrown herself into arguments – it’s as if, at birth, we were given enough anger for one and Con took all of it. At least, I used to think it was anger, or bravery. But of late I’ve realized that Con was never brave: she simply chose not to show her fear to others. What a gleaming thing the world seemed for her, pretending to have no fear.

Lately, she seems frightened of everything.

The temperature was dropping as we dragged the boat off the beach and turned to walk up to the broken-down bothy. We’d covered its single window with an old sail, but the wind still winnowed in through the gaps and funnelled out of the gaping hole in the roof.

Con tried to slam the door, but I caught it before it banged off the wall and loosened the hinges further.

‘I’m not going back,’ she said, throwing herself face down on the double bed, which we’d shoved into the corner that didn’t get wet in the storms.

‘All right.’ I tipped water from the jug into the single pan and set it on the stove to boil. The gas wouldn’t last long, with rationing pulling all our belts tighter, but I’d worry about that another day. At this moment, we both needed tea.

‘I’m not.’ Her voice was muffled.

‘All right,’ I said again.

‘Don’t try to placate me.’

‘All right.’ I grinned, then ducked as she flung the pillow at me. I threw it back and laughed when it hit her squarely on the head. Her face crumpled and her blue eyes filled with tears.

I swore and put my arms around her. Her body was stiff against mine.

‘Don’t make me go back,’ she said, into my neck.

I reached under the bed and pulled out the bottle of brandy.

She shook her head. ‘We’re saving that. For when we’ve got something to celebrate.’

I uncorked it and took a swig. ‘We’re celebrating staying.’

She fell asleep quickly, her face set in a frown, and now I am awake and alone, remembering Andrew Fulton’s words. The way his laughter had choked in his throat. There’s a hum of fear across all the islands – especially for us here on Selkie Holm, with all the rumours of bad luck and curses. But Con won’t go back. So I listen for engines; I scan the broken patch of sky through the hole in the roof, searching for the light or movement that might be a plane. I hold my breath, waiting. Nothing. Silence, except for Con’s sleeping breath.

A thud and a roar, the noise like a punch. Both of us bolt upright with a gasp.

What is it? What was that? Are you hurt?

The bothy is still standing, neither of us is injured but that noise can only have been one thing.

A bomb. The Germans. We tug on sweaters and boots, and step out into the night, blinking.

A ship in the bay is on fire.

Across the bay, lights appear on the hill one by one, along with the sound of whistles and a high-pitched alarm signalling for people to find safety. In Kirkwall, there is an old air-raid shelter from the last war, but its walls are crumbling – for years it’s been clambered over by children playing war games. Con turns to look back at our crumbling bothy, its broken walls, its missing roof. There is nowhere for us to hide. I scan the sky for a plane, but can see nothing, can hear no engines. Still, the desire to find shelter and curl up into a ball sets my knees shaking. My teeth chatter. A chorus of dogs howls, their voices threading into the black sky, like the rending cries of wolves.

Con grabs my shoulders. ‘We need to go back inside. We can hide under the bed, barricade the door.’

I shake my head, brushing her hands away and stare at the flaming ship in the middle of the bay. Smoke plumes upwards and, in the orange glow, I can see bodies writhing. From this distance, they might be dancing.

Another blast shakes the earth beneath us. Thunderous roar of water being thrown skywards, then crashing back to the sea, and the shrieking echo of twisting, bending metal.

The ship lists to one side and, even at this distance, we can see the speed the water is taking it.

‘Oh, Lord,’ I say. ‘It’s going to sink.’

The vessel groans. A chorus of cries and splashes as some of the crew jump into the water. I watch as a man in flames stands on the side of the ship and flings himself off, arms flailing.

‘How many men aboard?’ I ask.

There are more lights on in Kirkwall and the alarm shrieks through the air, its pitch rising and falling with my breath.

‘We must get inside,’ Con says, her eyes wild.

‘Five hundred men? A thousand?’ I demand.

She looks away. Both of us are remembering our parents. We’d never found their bodies. And Con had always blamed herself.

‘We can’t let them drown,’ I say.

‘Dot, please.’ She reaches out. ‘The bombs, the Germans. And –’

And I know she is thinking about the people in Kirkwall. The ship will bring them out this way. But we can’t think about that now. I grab her hand and pull her down the hill towards our rowboat, towards the water.

Towards darkness and death.

We can’t think about that now.

‘Dot, stop!’ she calls.

But I ignore her, throwing my whole body at the little boat. It won’t move. I grunt and smack the wood.

‘Stop, Dot!’ she says. ‘We’re not doing this.’

The rowboat is still stuck in the sand. The sinking ship in the bay squeals again and I scream with it: ‘Come on, you bastard!’

The boat shifts forward, gaining momentum as I shove it towards the water.

‘We’re staying,’ Con calls. She nods across to the opposite bay in Kirkwall, where the whistles are still calling and torches bob among dark shapes on the beaches. They are a mile further away from Scapa than us: we are close enough to smell the smoke from the ship, to hear the screams. Con doesn’t move.

‘You stay, then,’ I snap, climbing into the boat and dipping the oars into the water. The boat pulls away.

The dogs are still howling. The alarm is still wailing.

Please, please, I think, looking at Con. And I picture her dead in the bothy when I return. And I picture myself dead in the water without her. And I don’t want to leave her like this. But I can’t watch those men drown.

She must be thinking the same: she covers her face with her hands.

‘Stop!’ she growls, and she throws herself into the water and wades out to the boat, pulling herself in. I try to help, but she slaps my hands away.

I give her an oar.

‘At least if the world is caving in, we’ll die together.’ She sounds, for a moment, like her old self, not the terrified creature I’d lived with over the past months.

‘Don’t be so bloody foolish,’ I say. ‘No one’s drowning.’

Except those men are.

We begin to row.

She gasps as we’re thrown sideways by the huge swell from the bombs. Inky blackness below us. Above, the sky yawns.

I imagine a German ship skulking somewhere in the harbour, taking aim.

Thick black smoke balloons, and the ship lists further, her guns pointing almost vertically towards the star-hammered sky.

‘There!’ We speak at the same time. Mirrored expressions, tight-lipped and trembling – even Con, for all her bluster when she’d joked about dying, is full of fear.

A man in the water, face down, floating. And holding onto his arm, another man, floundering and spluttering.

I lean down and start to haul the man from the sea. His skin is slippery-slick; his mouth stretches wide and noiseless.

We heave him into the boat, where he lies coughing and retching. I pat his shoulder. He blinks, shakes his head.

We row on. How can we choose which life to save? How can we know the difference between a good man and a bad man? Rich man, poor man, beggar man, thief.

Bodies bob in the water, belly up. Their faces wear the wide-eyed blankness of sudden death. An expression that is almost acceptance.

We fish two more men from the sea, both barely alive. The boat rides low in the water and tilts sharply to one side when we pull the last man in. He huddles with the other two, grey-faced and shaking. One groans; the noise is an animal cry. Other men wave in the water, crying weakly for help.

We must leave them.

‘There are other boats coming,’ I call. Then I have to turn away, in case I see a man sink when I can’t save him. The Kirkwall boats are closer now – close enough, I hope.

Con is shaking and rows with her head down, without looking towards the Kirkwall boats.

The men in our boat stare at us, saucer-eyed, open-mouthed. They think they are mad or dreaming, or that their vision is playing tricks.

‘Are you …?’ one of the men says, accent unfamiliar and English: vowels flat.

‘Death’s boatmen,’ Con says. ‘Rowing you to the Land of the Dead.’

Con’s always had a black humour when distressed.

‘We’re twins, yes,’ I say. ‘You’re seeing straight. We’ll have you to safety soon.’ Other boats from Kirkwall have finally drawn level, with the old fishermen shouting to each other, pointing out men in the water, tugging them into the boats.

Oh, God, what if the noise and the lights draw another bomb?

I glance at the sky. Starlight clear as a struck bell. No bother for a German pilot to see us and finish the job. My breath is tight in my throat again.

‘It wasn’t planes,’ one of the men in the boat says. He speaks quietly, so that we have to lean closer, our faces millimetres from the man’s wild eyes. His breath smells of metal; when he coughs, a dark ribbon creeps down his chin and drips onto his white shirt. He groans and clutches his chest.

‘Not planes,’ he whispers again. ‘German submarine.’

We stare at each other. Surely not. These waters are safe – half the British fleet is moored here. The rocks around Scapa Flow make it impossible for an enemy ship to sneak through. And there is an entire barrier of sunken craft from the Great War.

‘How did it get through?’ Con asks.

The man shrugs and coughs again. Another plume of blood. He cries out in pain and the man next to him tries to say something, then pats him on the back. The other man’s hands are badly burned, the fingers blackened. He holds them up near to his face, examining them as though they don’t belong to him, as though they’re objects he’s found and he’s wondering where they’ve come from.

‘How …?’ he says. And it is difficult to give a reply because there are so many questions with no clear answers.

‘What shall we do with them?’ Con hisses. ‘We can’t take them back to the bothy – they need proper medical care.’

‘Kirkwall,’ I say, ignoring the way she flinches from the suggestion, ignoring the fear in her eyes.

We row towards the shore that is still busy with lights and shouting people, but then, at the last minute, Con pulls more strongly on her oar, giving three good strokes that redirect the boat to a small rocky cove.

‘It’s closer to the hospital,’ she says, without looking at me. There are no torches here, no moving shadows, no other boats.

The man in the white shirt wheezes. Darkness mushrooms on his shirt. I take one hand from my oar and place it on his shoulder. Con does the same. He shivers convulsively, his teeth chattering.

‘We’re nearly there,’ I murmur.

‘We’ll get you help,’ Con adds. ‘Not long now.’ We pull past the rocks and the boat crunches up onto the sand.

Behind us, the ship is disappearing beneath the waves. We turn to watch, along with the men. Then, at the last, one by one, we turn away. All except for the man with the hole in his chest, whose eyes are fixed and staring. For a moment, I think he must have gone already – must have died, right there, sitting up in our boat.

I lean in closer and can hear the rasp of his breath.

All the men are shivering now. I take off my shawl and wrap it around the two who have climbed down onto the sand. ‘We’ll take you to the hospital in a moment. Just …’ I nod towards the boat, towards their comrade. Con has laid him back so that his head is in her lap.

‘Not long,’ I say to the men.

They flinch, then collapse onto the wet sand. The man with the burned hands is sobbing quietly, still holding them in front of his face. Out on the water, the sounds of oars and the shouts of injured men, and rescued men, and drowning men, who will not last the night.

I climb in alongside the dying man and place my hand on his chest, near the gaping hole where some shard of metal has found a home. He coughs. Blood splatters our dresses.

‘Oh, God,’ he gasps. ‘Oh, God. Make it stop.’

I’ve never been religious. But, still, there is a Bible on our shelf, swollen with damp, crusted with salt, like everything on these islands. And I know the stories it contains: sacrifice, suffering, peace, eternal life. Sometimes death can be a gift that you offer to another. Sometimes death can be a thing that you take for yourself.

Con looks terrified as she leans close to the man. Is she thinking about our parents too? Is she wondering, as I am, how much they suffered? I feel sick.

‘Do you have a sweetheart?’ she asks.

The man draws a pained breath. ‘Fiona,’ he wheezes.

‘I’ll write to Fiona for you, and I’ll tell her you fought well.’

He closes his eyes and his mouth twitches into something that might be a smile.

The sea slaps the sides of the boat.

‘It hurts,’ he says. ‘Help me. Please help me.’

Such a flimsy door between life and death. Such a thin skin.

Con puts her mouth close to his ear.

‘You want it to stop?’ I hear her ask.

A pause. The man shivers, then gives the slightest of nods. ‘Make it stop. Please.’

Con takes off her coat. ‘Lie down.’ He hesitates. ‘Go on,’ she says. ‘It’ll be quick.’

The man glances at his comrades on the beach, who are both frozen, gaping. All of us waiting.

I watch as he shifts his weight and lies down on the floor of the boat. He coughs and another streamer of blood spatters onto his shirt. I imagine the sour metal of it, like the taste of fear in my mouth. I swallow.

The man groans, then whispers, ‘Please.’

Con bunches up her coat and presses it over his face, cupping her hands over his nose and mouth, closing her eyes. The man doesn’t struggle at first, then he kicks his legs.

Behind us, the men yell and Con lifts the coat free of the man’s face. He draws in a breath and then coughs again, catches Con’s hands in his and presses the coat against his own face. Con’s face is rigid as she holds the coat against his nose and mouth. Her cheeks are wet.

‘Help me,’ she says. And I know what she means: the thought of a slow, lonely death is monstrous. The idea of leaving this man to die alone would torture us both. I imagine the nurses in the hospital, watching him labouring for breath. And I know that, if we let him go now, he will stay like this in our thoughts: not fully alive but not quite dead. Struggling. Fading. He will haunt us, like our parents, whose bodies must be out there somewhere. Whose bones must be beneath these waters.

A heat rises in my throat – nausea or a scream. But the blood on the man’s shirt gleams in the moonlight and his limbs are trembling with cold and fear and pain.

And I put my hands over hers. The wool of the coat is rough and the man’s breath is warm. Again, he kicks his legs and a tremor runs through my body and Con’s, but we press down harder. The other men on the beach are silent, their heads bowed as if in prayer.

I count to thirty, to a hundred.

The man has been still for a long time when we lift the coat from his bloodied mouth. Sobbing, Con dips the wool into the sea and wipes his face clean. He could be sleeping.

At the hospital, they will wrap him in a sheet and send him home to Fiona.

Afterwards, as we row back across to our island, and tuck ourselves into our bed, I can’t help feeling that something has crumbled or broken.

I can still feel the rough wool under my fingers and I know that Con can’t sleep either. I can tell from the shallow, broken rhythm of her breathing that she is awake, that she is crying. My own tears are hot on my cheeks. I want to reach for Con, want to take her in my arms, but every time I do, I can see the man’s face; I can hear his laboured sobs. And, as I drift in and out of sleep, his face blurs with our father’s face, with our mother’s. I remember the last time I saw them, when they pushed their boat out towards the darkening horizon. Mother was failing fast, and they needed medicine from a bigger hospital than Kirkwall’s. But the sea was too rough by the time they left; it was too much of a risk. They should have waited.

I remember the way Con had shrieked at them to go, her whole body rigid.

I remember her silence when they didn’t come back. The way she had taken herself down to the shore, day after day, watching the sea. The way she had blamed herself. The days when she had gone swimming and had held herself below the water, trying to cut off her own breath.

I’d seen the expression on her face today, as she held the coat over the soldier’s face. Along with grief, and fear, I’d seen something like longing. Something like envy.

I hold my trembling hands against my face in the darkness, trying to rid myself of the damp scratch of that wool, warm from the man’s breath.

The next day dawns bright, the light blinding as it reflects off the still sea.

Con is quiet as she scatters grain for the chickens, as she stirs the porridge on the stove.

‘Are you all right?’ I ask.

She tells me she is; she flashes a quick smile at me. But as soon as she turns away from me her smile fades. She looks grief-stricken.

I watch her from the corner of my eyes as she scrubs the man’s brownish bloodstain from her shirt sleeve.

‘Let me do that,’ I say.

‘I’m fine.’ She pushes me away, her face like a waxwork.

‘For Heaven’s sake, Con!’ I snatch the shirt from her. ‘What’s wrong?’

But I know what’s wrong: we both do. Con had gone into the sea to rescue the sailors; instead, she’d held a man down and cut off his air to save him. I can see her thoughts in the way she looks at her hands, the way she rests her fingers on the pulse at her neck when she thinks I’m not looking. The pulse that tells her she is still alive; the hands that tell her she can end a life, if she wants to.




Early January 1942

The town hall in Kirkwall is packed with people: every seat taken and all the standing room besides. Whole families huddle at the back, with mothers anxiously rocking babies and shushing their children’s questions. The windows are misted, the air hot and close. All eyes fix on the table at the front, where John O’Farrell, Kirkwall’s mayor, is shuffling papers and avoiding eye contact.

He is a big man, broad across the shoulders, with a shock of red hair – greying of late. On a normal day, he wears an easy smile, although his face now is serious as he clears his throat and looks out at the murmuring crowd.

‘Thank you for coming,’ he says, and the chatter in the room fades. ‘I know it’s a cold night and there are those of you who’ll want to be getting back to your beds. Myself, for a start.’

A series of polite titters, and everyone waits.

He continues: ‘Now, you’ll all have noticed the ships coming in and unloading materials and I know there’s been some talk and speculation. But I want to tell you that the main priority is to keep these islands safe. The sinking of the Royal Elm has hit all of us hard. The Germans coming so close – it’s a worry.’

A sob from the back of the room, quickly stifled.

O’Farrell coughs. ‘Over eight hundred lives lost that night, but many men saved – hundreds of English sailors – and that’s down to the heroism of the people on these islands. Still, we need to be sure that such a thing never occurs again. We’re in agreement with the English about this –’

A shout from the back: ‘Is it true Churchill himself came here?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Donald,’ someone replies. ‘You wouldn’t know Churchill from your own –’

O’Farrell holds up his hands. ‘Aye, it’s true. He came.’

Whispers hiss around the hall.

O’Farrell waves for quiet. ‘Mr Churchill has discussed the matter with myself and the Kirkwall Parish Council, and we’re all in agreement that these islands need fortifying.’

Fortifying? An uneasy mutter rises. What does that mean? Does it have anything to do with the shipments of cement over the past weeks? The sheets of metal, the spools of wire?

‘So,’ O’Farrell holds up his hands again, ‘to that end, we’ve decided to build barriers in the bay, between the islands. Four of them, made of rocks and cement, and strong enough to withstand the currents –’

Shouts ring out: ‘Barriers?’

‘Blocking off the sea?’

‘You must be mad!’

‘What’ll it do to the tides?’

‘The fishing?’

‘It’ll cause floods and all sorts.’

‘Enough!’ John O’Farrell bangs a fist on the table, and there is immediate quiet – he isn’t known for his temper, after all.

‘Enough,’ he repeats, more quietly. ‘The barriers must be built: it’s an order from Churchill himself.’

Stephen Alexander, with the windswept hair and the red-veined cheeks steps forward. ‘With due respect, it could be an order from God Almighty Himself, it still wouldn’t make it right.’

There is some muttering at this blasphemy, despite the nerves.

Stephen apologizes and agrees that he needs to keep away from the bottle, these days.

John O’Farrell clears his throat. ‘In order to facilitate the building of these barriers, a workforce will be needed. So I must tell you that, in two weeks’ time, a large number of foreign prisoners of war will be arriving on the islands.’

A stunned silence.

‘Foreign?’ someone says.

‘Aye, Italian men, currently being held in North Africa. A thousand of them.’

Uproar.

‘A thousand?’

‘You’re jesting,’ someone calls.

O’Farrell stands, his face impassive, but his hands brace against the desk in front of him. His fingers press down hard, whitening under the pressure.

‘The men will stay,’ he says, ‘on Selkie Holm.’

‘No!’ Two voices from the back of the room, speaking together.

Every head in the room turns towards them – those Reid twins, so rarely seen in Kirkwall, these days.

‘No, you can’t,’ one of them says. Her voice is shaking; the other girl’s breathing is loud, as if she’s been running.

‘I’m sorry,’ O’Farrell says, ‘but it’s already been decided.’

A collective held breath, as everyone waits for them to answer.

‘Jesus Christ,’ Stephen Alexander declares loudly. ‘Selkie Holm. That’s a bad omen.’

And in the silence that follows, no one scolds him for his blasphemy.

Everyone files out of the hall, whispering. You’ve heard what happens there: the disappearances, the odd lights and noises, aye. People driven mad by the sight of some creature in the waters there, as beautiful as it is repulsive.

Bad enough, people agree, that those girls are living on the cursed island, let alone a thousand prisoners. Who knows what horrors will be dredged up?

John O’Farrell has sat down at the desk, and doesn’t look up at the girls.

‘You can’t do this,’ Dorothy says.

‘I’m sorry.’ He piles the papers and begins stuffing them into his briefcase. ‘I argued against it.’

‘But … it’s our home.’

‘I know. But things are changing.’ He spreads his hands, gesturing to the piled papers.

‘So we should just bow down and do whatever the English say? Are messages from London to be our laws now?’

He looks away, tucks the remaining papers into the briefcase, locks it and stands. ‘I wish you’d come back to live in Kirkwall,’ he says. ‘It’s not right, the two of you being out alone on that island –’

‘Surrounded by a thousand men?’ Dorothy says, her face rigid. ‘And after everything that’s happened …’ She glances at Constance, who is holding a hand up to her neck, as if she’s struggling to breathe.

Dorothy drops her voice to a whisper. ‘You know she wanted to be away from men, after Angus.’

O’Farrell’s expression is pained. ‘I wish I could change it.’

‘You know she has nightmares?’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘So am I,’ Dorothy says.

The girls turn and walk together from the hall, out into the cold night.

There is some talk, among those who’ve been eavesdropping, about following them, trying to talk some sense into them. Those girls have had enough bad luck already, and being on that island can only stir up more misfortune. It’s said that anyone living there will go mad. It’s said that misfortune will follow them. Enough people have died or vanished there, over the years. Surely the girls should be reminded of that.

But then it is agreed that there is only so much you can do. Some people are determined to go their own way, and all you can do is watch and hope.





This kingdom, too, is ours, and in our blood

Its passionate tideways run … and the wild flood

Of winter haunts our ears with spells that bind

Sea, sky and earth in one.

From ‘Orkney’, Robert Rendall
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