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They bind our feet and ankles, tear off our clothes and douse us with alcohol. Amy’s crying and shaking like a new lamb, and I want to reach out to her but Stevens’ knife is held to my throat, his face so close I can smell his disgusting breath. He uncurls his fingers to show me the stones before shoving them into my mouth, breaking my teeth. I gag on blood and broken molars. 

They start to cut Amy’s hair, hacking off her silky black locks so close to the skin that blood oozes darkly from her pale scalp. With a terrific lunge Stevens plunges his knife deep into my chest, scraping my collarbone, the shock of it causing my knees to buckle. I cannot breathe, nor speak. Amy lets out a long cry, like a wounded animal. 

Already I can smell the fire. I do not fear it.

Wait for me, Amy. Wait.




LIV, 1998

Lòn Haven

The Black Isle, Scotland

I

The lighthouse was called The Longing. Pitched amidst tessellations of rock black as coke, thrashed for over a hundred years by disconsolate squalls, it needled upwards, spine-straight, a white bolt locking earth, sky, and ocean together. It was lovely in its decrepitude, feathery paint gnawed off by north winds and rust-blazed window frames signatures of use and purpose. I always thought lighthouses were beautiful symbols, but this one was more than that – it was hauntingly familiar. 

Night was drawing in and we hadn’t yet met the owner. We’d driven hundreds of miles over mountains, through sleepy villages and along winding roads, usually behind herds of cattle. We had taken a ferry, and got lost four times, on account of using an outdated, coffee-stained A–Z road map with several pages missing. 

I parked up behind an old Range Rover. ‘We’re here,’ I told the girls, who had fallen asleep against each other in the back. I wrapped my raincoat around Clover – she was wearing only a swimsuit over a pair of jeans – and lifted her up to walk a little way along the rocky beach daubed with spiky patches of marram and tough white flowers. 

The four of us scanned the bay. It was a raw scene: a full moon hiding behind purple cloud, ocean thrashing against black cliffs. Gulls wheeling and shrieking above us. Trees stood like pitchforks, flayed by the wind. They hemmed the island, watching.




II

The lighthouse keeper’s bothy was a squat stone dwelling built close to the lighthouse. Smoke plumed from the chimney, pressing the earthy smell of peat into our noses. A woman stepped out to greet us. ‘Olivia?’ she said.

‘Hi,’ I said. ‘Sorry I’m earlier than expected …’

‘No trouble at all. Come on in out of the cold.’

We found ourselves in a cramped hallway, where someone had pinned a shark’s jawbone to the inner wall. Luna reached out to touch one of the teeth and I tugged her back.

Saffy nodded at it. ‘Is that from a great white?’ 

‘Porbeagle shark,’ the woman – Isla – said with a tilt of her chin. ‘We don’t get great whites. Porbeagles are just as big, mind, and every bit as dangerous.’

‘I don’t like sharks, Mummy,’ Clover whispered. 

‘We have a basking shark that tends to hang around the bay,’ Isla said. She glanced down at Luna, who threw me a panicked look. ‘You’ll be fine with a basking shark. No teeth, you see. Basil, he’s called.’

‘Is this where we’ll be staying?’ Saffy asked warily, eyeing the shark jaw.

‘It is indeed,’ Isla said. She turned to the girls. ‘I’m Isla Kissick, and it’s absolutely thrilling to meet all of you. But I’m afraid I only know your mummy’s name. Why don’t you tell me your names?’

‘I’m Luna,’ Luna said. ‘I’m nine.’

‘Luna,’ Isla said. ‘What a lovely name.’

‘It means “moon”,’ Luna said, a little shy. 

‘Mine’s Clover,’ Clover said, elbowing Luna out of the way. ‘I’m seven and a half and my name means clover, like the plant.’

‘Also a lovely name,’ Isla said. ‘And I bet you already know that clovers are meant to bring good luck?’

Clover nodded. ‘Mm-hmmm. But my mummy said you make your own luck.’

‘Very wise,’ Isla said, glancing at me approvingly. She turned to Saffy, who flushed red.

‘And who might this lovely one be?’ Isla said.

‘Sapphire,’ Saffy mumbled to the floor. ‘I’m fifteen.’

‘Well now, that’s lovely,’ Isla said. ‘My daughter, Rowan, is fifteen. I’m sure you’ll meet soon enough. Now, come and sit down. I’ve made you all some supper.’ 

I nodded at the girls to leave their bin bags in the hall before following Isla to a kitchen at the back, where the smell of freshly baked bread and tomato soup made my mouth water. 

I’d supposed that Isla was Mr Roberts’ partner, but she turned out to be his housekeeper. She was short and lithe with long copper hair neatly pinned up, and her quick, round eyes searched all of us up and down. She had a beautiful Scottish brogue and spoke fast, as though the words were too hot to hold in her mouth for long. She was smartly turned out – a crisp white shirt, grey check trousers, polished ankle boots. The bothy was incongruously old-fashioned. I would learn that Lòn Haven, its inhabitants included, was full of skewed time spheres. The absence of modern retail chains and its breathtakingly rugged landscapes made the place feel like you’d stepped back in time, perhaps to the very beginnings of the earth. The lighthouse itself was built upon an ancient Scottish broch that was built upon a Neolithic fort which in turn was built upon late Jurassic rock, like an architectural babushka doll. 




III

‘There you go,’ Isla said, placing bowls of steaming hot soup before each of us. I apologized again for the mix-up about our arrival. I’d planned to begin the commission a few weeks from now but decided to head north on the spur of the moment. Or the middle of the night, to be exact. We’d driven the whole way from York to Cromarty, only to find that the ferry was cancelled for the day on account of high winds. The girls and I had to endure a very cold and uncomfortable night at a rest stop, sleeping in the car.

‘It’s no trouble,’ Isla said. ‘Mr Roberts is away, of course, but I’m to take care of everything until he returns.’

‘Are we sleeping in the car again?’ Clover said, wiping her mouth on the back of her sleeve. 

‘In the car?’ Isla repeated, looking to me for explanation.

‘I’m sure there are plenty of beds for all of us,’ I said quickly, and this time I was the one to look to Isla for confirmation. I didn’t want to mention that we’d had to sleep rough. 

‘Of course there are,’ she said. ‘Shall I give you the grand tour?’

The bothy was small but efficiently organized. A door at the rear of the kitchen led to a scullery with a washing machine and loo. Three bedrooms provided ample sleeping space with freshly made-up beds, and a bathroom with a shower cubicle.

We followed Isla to the living room at the front of the house, overlooking the garden.

‘Now, you’ll have noticed it’s a bit chilly on the island. So you’re not to worry if you need to turn the heater on.’ She nodded at the wood burning stove. ‘You’ll find a shed at the side of the bothy stocked with wood. And I’ve put plenty of blankets in the cupboards for you to coorie down in the evenings. Which reminds me. Sometimes the electricity goes off. Nothing to worry about. You know how to manage an oil lantern?’

I followed her gaze to an old-fashioned oil lamp in the windowsill, which I’d assumed was for decoration. I caught Isla rolling her eyes as it became clear that no, I didn’t know how to manage an oil lantern. 

‘I’ll be sure to leave instructions,’ she said with a tight smile.

‘Does Mr Roberts live here?’ Saffy asked. 

‘This is one of his properties,’ Isla said. ‘But no, he doesnae live here. His main residence is north of here, twenty minutes or so by car.’

‘Will you tell him I’ve arrived?’ I asked.

‘Well, I’d love to,’ Isla said brusquely, ‘but he’s at sea just now.’

‘At sea?’ 

‘Aye, for all he has a half-dozen houses dotted about the place he prefers to be out on his boat.’

‘I have a boat,’ Clover offered. 

Isla lifted an eyebrow. ‘Do ye, now?’

‘It’s green with a purple chimney and I play with it in the bath.’

‘Well, Mr Roberts’ boat is a wee bit bigger than that, I’d wager,’ Isla said, chuckling. ‘He tends to sail to Shetland at this time of year.’

‘He’s a pirate, then?’ Clover said, astonished. 

Isla bent down to Clover’s eye level. ‘No. But I reckon he’d be a good ’un.’

‘Do you come from Shetland?’ Clover asked, running her fingertips along the stubbly woodchip wallpaper. Woodchip was her favourite texture.

‘No,’ Isla said. ‘I come from Lòn Haven. Where d’you come from?’

‘My mummy’s vagina,’ Clover said. 

I watched Isla’s face drop. ‘Girls, go have a look at your bedrooms,’ I said, ushering Clover quickly away. ‘Do you know when I’m to discuss the commission with Mr Roberts?’ 

‘He said to give you this.’ Isla reached into her trouser pocket and pulled out a piece of folded paper. I opened it up to find an elaborate and highly abstract sketch, a diagram of sorts. Lots of lines and arrows and circles, like a zodiac. 

‘What is it?’ I said, turning the page to the side. There was no indication which way the sketch was meant to be viewed.

‘It’s the mural,’ Isla said flatly. ‘The thing you’re painting inside the Longing.’

I stared at her, wondering if I’d misheard. ‘This? This is the mural?’

She cocked her head. ‘Is something the matter?’

‘No, no …’ I said, though I didn’t sound convincing, even to my own ears. ‘I suppose I thought there might be more to it than this. Written instructions, perhaps.’ 

‘That’s all Mr Roberts has given me. He said I’m to fetch whatever equipment you need to do the job. So perhaps you can write me a list of whatever you’ll require and I’ll get on to it in the morning.’

Still dumbfounded by the sketch, I said I would, but that I’d need to see inside the Longing first. 

‘Ah, now that would be an idea,’ she said, straightening a lampshade. ‘How about I show you just now?’

Outside, harsh winds buffeted us on the rocks, and I saw movement on the far reaches of the island. Seals, Isla told us. I was astonished at how close they were to the bothy, but she told me they were shy creatures, despite their size. They’d not bother us. I watched them slip off the stones into the black water, their shape in the dark almost human. 

The lighthouse stood twenty feet away from the bothy towards the far end of the cliff. We all pushed against the wind towards the heavy metal door at the base. I could make out an object wrapped around the handle. A tree branch. I made to pull it off, thinking it had been blown on there by the wind and become stuck. Isla stopped me.

‘Rowan wood,’ she said. ‘It’s for protection.’

I had no idea what she meant, but I stepped back as she tried to leverage the door open. Finally, it shifted. I lifted Clover on to my hip and held Luna’s hand tight as we followed Isla inside. 

‘Bloody hell,’ Saffy said, looking around. ‘This place is rank.’ I shushed her, but couldn’t help agreeing internally.

I’d never been inside a lighthouse before. I’d expected floor-levels, an enclosed staircase. The Longing, however, was a grim, granite cone. A rickety staircase was pinned loosely against the wall, spiralling Hitchcock-style to the lantern room at the very top. The place reeked of damp and rotting fish. I wondered why we were standing in an inch of black liquid, until Isla explained that one of the lower windows was broken, and seawater had poured inside and pooled on the floor. 

‘I gather you’ll need something to pump it out before you start,’ she said. 

‘Mr Roberts is turning it into a writing studio, is that right?’ I asked, and Isla nodded. 

‘He’s not published,’ she added. ‘Just a hobby. I wouldn’t be expecting him to produce The Iliad or anything like that. He bought it last year and didn’t seem to know what to do with it. Next thing I know, he’s asking me about getting a painter in to prettify it, make it into a writing studio.’ She gave a shrill laugh. ‘Whoever heard of such a thing? Surely all you need to write is a pen and paper.’

‘Maybe the views will inspire him,’ I offered.

‘Aye. Inspire him to go off sailing, more like.’

We were shrouded in darkness. Clover was clutching on to her toy giraffe, whimpering to go home. Bats flitted overhead. Moonlight dribbled from the small upper windows, revealing the height of the place. 

‘It’s a hundred and forty-nine feet tall,’ Isla said, swinging her torchlight to the very top. ‘A hundred and thirty-eight steps to the lantern room. Braw views up there. I can show you when it’s light.’ Her torchlight rested on patches of paint that had crumbled off, revealing raw stone. About halfway up someone had graffitied a section of the wall in garish shades of lime-green and black.

‘There was a break-in,’ Isla said darkly. ‘Outsiders, you see. We get them here a lot more now, since the rental properties on the east side opened up. And the Neolithic museum, that’s new. You should take your girls.’

Isla reassured us that break-ins like this were rare, that tourists – or ‘outsiders’ – didn’t frequent the place often. Lòn Haven’s population was predominantly grassroots, with sixty or so archaeologists from ‘the University’ working at the Neolithic sites. Some of the younger population had inherited crofts that they didn’t want to live in, so they’d started renting them out. The older population objected strongly both to the younger islanders moving away (‘all of them want to live in Edinburgh or London,’ she told us with a sneer) and, as a result, drawing ‘outsiders’ to the island to rent out the crofts.

Break-in aside, I was intrigued by the Longing. As an artist, two of my favourite things were shadows and curved angles, and this place had both in spades. The shadows seemed alive, like the wings of a giant bird stirred by our presence. It was creepy, yes, but also elegant – I loved how the staircase whirled upwards in increasingly narrower circles within the cylinder of the structure, how the lack of right angles gave every small edge extra significance, how the architecture drew my gaze upwards. 

‘Has the lighthouse ever been submerged?’ I asked. I could hear wind pummelling the stone walls, the loud suck and slap of the waves close by.

‘We get our fair share of storms,’ Isla said, and I could tell she was choosing her words carefully so as not to put me off. ‘But the Longing has been standing for a hundred years amidst all that Mother Nature and the sea gods have to throw at her, and I daresay she’ll stand a hundred more.’ A pause. ‘So long as you keep rowan on the door, you’ll be fine.’

It was as she said this that I felt a wave of déjà vu pass over me. Saffy, Luna, and Isla were beginning to head towards the door to leave, but the feeling of familiarity was so strong that I paused, as though someone had spoken and I was trying to understand what they’d said.

‘Liv?’ Saffy said from behind. I turned all the way around, moved by absolute certainty that something was in the corner by the stairs, just underneath it, as though I’d left it there. 

‘Everything all right?’ Isla said as I sloshed through the oily water to the staircase. Her torchlight fell upon something floating on the black water ahead of me. The slender white limb of a baby’s corpse.

Luna gave a scream that bounced off the surfaces of the lighthouse. 

‘What is it?’ Isla said, rushing forward. 

Luna was still shrieking, clawing at me and crying, ‘No! No!’ She turned to rush out, and I grabbed her, reaching down with my free hand to scoop the little body out of the filthy water.

It wasn’t a baby. It was only a doll, one of those naked newborn dolls that Clover liked to play with. 

As I looked down into the grotesque face of that doll, its eyes blacked out with felt tip, adrenaline flashed brightly through my body. I had known it was a doll. I had known it was there before I saw it, and that we’d mistake it for a dead child. Like a memory.

But that was ridiculous. I had never been there before. 




IV

The next morning, I woke at sunrise, disoriented and stiff. I gave a start at the scene squared off by the musty bedroom window, a grey wave reaching above rock like a ghostly hand. Wind whistled through the cracked windowpane, and an albatross sat on the windowsill, eyeing me boldly. When it stretched its wings and lifted into the sky, a lighthouse appeared on the outcrop. I reminded myself: I was in Scotland, on a tiny island on the eastern shore of the Highlands. I was here to paint a mural inside that lighthouse.

I got up, made coffee, and tried to work out how to turn on the TV. There was no aerial attached so we couldn’t get a single channel. In the TV cabinet was a VCR player but no videotapes. We’d left York in such haste that I’d only packed the bare essentials – a few outfits, a handful of toys for the girls, and definitely no videotapes. I gave up and sat down with the page Isla had given me spread across the kitchen table. The mural for the lighthouse.

What was it? A crop circle? Some kind of zodiac? 

It would have made a pretty tattoo for someone, but as a mural for the inside of a building as big as the Longing it was … unusual. I had expected a scene, something that told a story – a nautical scene, perhaps. A galleon with white sails full of winds, a sky transitioning from day to starry night, and heaving seas with whales and cephalopods lurking in the dark depths – something of that nature would look fabulous in the lighthouse, logistics notwithstanding. But this … it was like a physics equation, dry and strange. 

I traced the symbols with my index finger to tease out a pattern. Two triangles, one upside down, overlapping at the narrowest point, and a smaller triangle overlapping the two larger ones, with a rectangular frame. That was the base of the diagram, and from that central design, lines, arrows and other shapes fanned outwards in all directions over the rectangle. Some of them were like the lines of a family tree, others like the right-angled spokes of a spider diagram. Some of the lines were crossed with three shorter lines, others were Cs and backwards Cs, and others looked like swastikas. 

Swastikas? 

Bloody hell. Was I working for a Nazi?

Some of the symbols floated within the rectangle frame alongside the triangles. They looked older in style, and I wondered if they might be Egyptian hieroglyphs. How the hell was I going to paint something like this on the inside of a lighthouse? I tried to imagine how this would even be physically possible. The walls of the Longing were sectioned by the staircase, so the mural would be carved up by the stairs and I’d have to take enormous care to ensure it matched up. Also, there was the small matter of the curved walls. The sketch had been drawn by hand, but evidently rulers and protractors had been used, given how straight the lines were. To achieve such straightness in a curved building was going to be a logistical nightmare. 

I went to check on Saffy in the small loft bedroom to ask her opinion about the symbols at the fringes of the diagram. She’d taken an interest in mythological symbols for a school project and the last time we’d had an actual conversation she was showing me a painting she’d done of the Eye of Horus, explaining excitedly about how it was meant to protect against evil. 

But the bed was empty, her boots and coat gone from the hallway. My heart thumped in my throat. Where was she? 

‘Morning, Mummy,’ Luna said from the stairwell, her brown hair askew and limp with grease.

‘Have you seen your sister?’ I asked her.

‘She’s still asleep in your bed.’

‘No, not Clover. Have you seen Saffy?’

Luna yawned and shook her head.

I kissed the top of her head. ‘Stay inside, please.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘To find Saffy.’

I walked quickly outside to the Longing. A wave slapped against the rocks and sprayed me as I tugged the heavy door open and stepped inside. The smell of the place hit me, and I covered my mouth and nostrils with a hand as I looked around.

‘Saffy?’ I called. 

At the very top of the staircase, I spotted someone in the lantern room. A child, with long white-blonde hair. A girl, I thought. A flash of a pale shoulder told me she had no top on, and she was small – about five years old. It was dangerous for her to be up there.

‘Saffy!’ I shouted. ‘Are you up there?’

No answer. I took to the stairs, running as quickly as I could and cursing myself for being so unfit. By the time I reached the top my heart was beating so hard in my throat I thought I might be sick. I forced myself to look down all the way to the bottom. I don’t have a problem with heights, but all that stood between me and breaking my neck on concrete was a rusty banister. I took the next flight to the lantern room, determined to order Saffy downstairs. 

Light poured into the lantern room through dozens of honeycomb windowpanes. It offered views of the west side of the island, as far as the towering white hills that marked the boundary between the desolate west and the more populated east, jagged as a spine. But it was empty. 

‘Hello?’ I said. ‘Anyone here?’

I looked around in case another flight of stairs might appear, or a doorway to another room in which a child might be hiding. In the centre of the room was an old metal frame upon which I imagined a Fresnel lens had once thrown a bright beam of light across the North Sea. The plaster was crumbling, and those patches that did remain were covered in graffiti. 

I spotted a handle on one of the windows, and a chill ran up my spine. A flash of a frightened child reaching for that handle darted through my mind. I wrapped my hand tentatively around it and pushed. The window swung easily open, the hiss of the sea and the groaning wind rushing in. Below, the roof of the bothy and the mossy rocks of the island rested in the sunlight. On the left side of the island, a blonde-haired figure sat on the rocks, her feet dangling in the water. 

Saffy.

I made my way back down the stairs as fast as I could and ran out to where she sat. She’d drawn a fresh Celtic squiggle on the back of her neck in biro – a preparatory tattoo, she liked to say. In her hand was an old book that I guessed she’d taken from the bothy. Clutched in her other hand, an old skeleton key. The bothy was full of clutter – books, ornaments, dried sea urchins, shark jaws pinned to the wall, for God’s sake – and Saffy was a scavenger, always had been. Even when she was a toddler I’d discover odd things sequestered beneath her bed – bottle tops, cutlery, weeds she’d plucked from the front garden. I’d learn that she gathered such things with no plan to play with them, no purpose at all, other than the act of taking and hiding, of holding a secret. 

She had her headphones on, a heavy beat bleeding out the sides. Even when I managed to get her to make eye contact she didn’t take them off. Frustrated, I reached down and yanked them off her head.

‘What are you doing?’ she screamed. ‘Give those back!’

Immediately I regretted it. She snatched them back. 

‘Did you see a little girl?’ I said. ‘In the lighthouse?’

She screwed her face up. ‘What?’

‘I saw a girl in the lantern room. Did you see her?’

‘I have literally no idea what you’re talking about …’

‘Fine. Look, I need your help with something.’

‘I’m busy,’ she said, putting her headphones back on and opening up her book. ‘Isn’t that what you always say?’ she added. ‘“Sorry, kids. Mum’s busy.”’

I ignored the dig. ‘It’s about a symbol. I could do with your help, Saffy.’

For about a minute, she did nothing, and I waited. Eventually she said, ‘What symbol?’

I told her it was back in the bothy as I started to walk away. She slowly rose to her feet, tucked the book under her arm and followed behind, the hems of her jeans trailing in the rock pools. 




V

By the time she arrived in the kitchen I’d put a kettle on and poured us both a cup of tea. She was holding a small book and sat at the table, absorbed by its pages.

‘What are you reading?’

‘It’s a grimoire.’

‘A what?’

I handed her a cup, careful to avoid the book she’d placed on the table in front of her. It looked old, the paper yellowed and delicate. 

‘Where’d you get that?’ I asked. 

‘On the bookshelf in the living room. It’s a book of spells. Some of the writing looks like it’s Icelandic. And there’s some stuff about witches.’

‘Witches?’

‘Yeah. There were witch hunts in Scotland as well as England. Worst witch hunts in Europe, apparently. Did you know that?’

I shook my head. Right then I was more concerned about how she was handling Mr Roberts’ book. ‘Be careful with that, Saff,’ I said. ‘It might be valuable.’

‘Hardly,’ she scoffed. ‘Why would anyone leave it lying around in this place if it was valuable?’

‘Look, it’s not yours, OK?’

I handed her a cup and spread the mural in front of her. 

‘That is a swastika, isn’t it?’ I said, pointing at one of the symbols.

She stared at it and sat down. I relished the closeness of her. It had been weeks since she’d sat with me like this, and although she was sullen and reluctant, she was still here. 

‘What is this?’ she said, turning to me. ‘Is this what they want you to paint inside the Longing?’

I nodded, and she laughed. 

‘They’re taking the piss a bit.’

‘A bit, yeah.’

She looked again at the symbol. ‘Yes. That is indeed a swastika.’ 

I felt my heart sink. ‘I can’t paint bloody Nazi symbols,’ I muttered, though I had no choice. I needed the money. 

‘Well, the swastika is a Nazi symbol,’ Saffy said. ‘It’s also a Hindu symbol. And a Buddhist symbol. And Roman, and ancient Greek.’ She laced her fingers and lifted her blue eyes to mine. ‘You want me to go on?’ 

I was puzzled. ‘So … he’s not a Nazi, then.’

‘Who’s not a Nazi?’ 

‘Mr Roberts. The man who wants me to paint the Longing.’

She shrugged. ‘Maybe he is. All I’m saying is that the swastika’s been around since three thousand BCE. So has this symbol.’ She pointed at the overlapping triangles.

‘It has?’

‘It’s a variation on the Borromean rings, or the Holy Trinity. You can’t remove one without removing the other. It’s a sign of infinity.’

‘What about this one?’ I asked, pointing at the one that looked like an Egyptian hieroglyph. 

‘Ah,’ she said. ‘I could tell you what that one means, but it’ll cost you.’

I stared at her. ‘How much?’

‘Twenty quid.’

Twenty quid could buy a week’s worth of groceries for the four of us. She held out her hand, expectant.

‘No thanks,’ I said. ‘I’ll go to a library.’

‘Maybe you should think before you judge everyone to be a Nazi, Liv.’

The ‘Liv’ stung, just as she’d intended. ‘Maybe I should.’

At that, she tucked her book under her armpit and got up sharply to leave, knocking her tea across the table and all over the mural.

‘Saffy!’ I yelled. ‘Look what you’ve done!’ I lunged forward to snatch the mural away, but the tea had covered the page. All I could do was hold it up, allowing the tea to slide off so that it wouldn’t soak through.

‘It’s just a fucking piece of paper!’ she shouted.

‘Just a piece of paper?’ I said, desperately flapping the sheet to get the liquid off. ‘This is the only copy of the mural I’ve got!’

‘Well, just ask for another one,’ she said, hurling her cup into the sink with a clatter. ‘Last I checked a piece of paper was pretty easy to come by. Or are we really that poor?’

I reeled at her comment, at how unapologetic she was. ‘What the hell is wrong with you?’

‘I think you should ask yourself the same question,’ she said, turning and squaring up to me. She was already four inches taller than me. ‘Dragging all of us in the middle of the night to the back of beyond. You think that’s good parenting?’

I knew what was buried inside that horrible question, the torrent of accusations folded within it. ‘Maybe it isn’t good parenting,’ I said, trying not to show how much her words stung. ‘But when you have kids, you can show us all how much of a better mother you are than me …’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘You’ve certainly kept the bar low.’

Before I knew what I was doing I lifted a hand and slapped her hard across the face, a loud crack ringing through the air. She clasped a hand to her cheek, staring at me with wild horror.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, reeling from what I’d done. ‘Saffy. I’m so, so sorry.’

Her face crumpled, her eyes filling with tears and a sob escaping her mouth. For a moment the perfected mask of teenage haughtiness fell, and her hurt was laid nakedly before me – just for a second, she was my little girl again, reeling from the fact that I had struck her. That I had crossed a line I had promised never, ever to cross.

I took her arm to help her up, but she pulled away from me, her hands reaching for the back of her head. She was injured.

I turned and ran into the kitchen, searching the tiny icebox of the fridge for ice. Nothing. I grabbed a rag and held it under the cold tap, then returned to the living room. 

But Saffy had gone. 

The front door gaped open like a wound. 




SAPPHIRE, 1998

I

Sapphire stumbles blindly across the road away from the Longing. 

It’s early, the sky like polished silver, the ocean sinewy and muscular, crackling as it reaches the stones at the edge of the causeway. She turns, out of breath from anger and wading, and looks back at the bothy. What a shithole. No KFC or McDonald’s on the whole bloody island. And the lighthouse – she’s always loved the idea of lighthouses, the romance of a building designed to throw light out across the ocean to keep ships safe and draw them home. But this one is creepy. It’s tall and white with big sections of flaked paint, and the windows are smashed. It doesn’t even work as a lighthouse. It’s just a big phallic eyesore.

The cool, salty air has taken the sting away from her cheek. She narrows her eyes and watches the bothy, wishing she could set it alight with her mind. What kind of mother hits their kid like that? And after dragging them all up here too, to the arse-end of nowhere, right in the middle of Saffy’s GCSEs. Saffy loves her school back in York. She loves her friends, and her boyfriend, Jack, who she’s been seeing for six months. 

She hates her mum. She wishes she would just die and let Saffy be adopted by someone normal. Maybe her biological dad will come back and he’ll have a nice wife and some other kids and Saffy will have an actual normal life. Not one that involves living on boats and sometimes even in tents, and now a bothy on an island. A life with boundaries and bedtimes, clothes that don’t come from charity shops.

Lately, she’s been thinking about her stepdad, Sean. How much she misses him. Things were normal when he was alive, and they were happy. Even her mum was different. She wasn’t as thin as she is now, but more importantly she was kind of calm. Now, she has this weird, nervous energy. Skittish as a river bird. And dazed, as if she’s half asleep or permanently daydreaming. Sean was the one who made everything wonderful. He was like sunshine, bringing out the colours in everyone he met. 

When Liv had told her that Sean had been injured in a car accident, Saffy had asked, ‘Is he going to die?’, because this was her worst fear. And when Liv said yes, it was likely that he would, Saffy had promised herself that she would be there when he did. It was what she’d held on to, the promise that she’d hold his hand, that the last thing he’d see was her there with him. She couldn’t change the fact that he wasn’t her real dad, but she could be there for him when he died. 

But Liv insisted that Saffy go home with her uncle Liam, and nothing Saffy said or did persuaded her otherwise. Saffy wailed and pleaded, but still Liam took her firmly by the hand and drove her home. Not even an hour had passed before the phone rang with the news that Sean had passed. 

If Sean had been her real dad, her mum would have let her stay. She’s sure of it. But because he wasn’t, she was told to leave, and therefore the precious chance to hold his hand as he slipped into the next world was ripped from her forever. He died without knowing how much she cared. She will never, ever forgive her mother for that.

A sob forms in her throat as stumbles on blindly towards the clutch of trees across the road, hugging the grimoire to her chest. 




II

She slips inside the cool of the forest, noticing the mineral smell that has replaced the saltiness of the bay. Things grow in the forest, she thinks, but die on the beach. The ground feels soft underfoot, quilted by pine needles and leaf litter, the view above a watercolour of greens and blues. Within a minute she’s feeling better, now that she’s hidden away from everyone. 

She weaves her way through the barcode of trunks, her anger lessening as she spies squirrels zipping into the branches. She finds a river, and beside it is an animal, crouched down. The copper fur and long white tail tells her it’s a fox. She’s never seen a fox, not in real life. She approaches carefully, not wanting it to dart off. Only when she’s within touching distance does she realize that the fox is dead. Someone or something has cut it open. 

She backs away, rubbing her hands on her jeans as though the very air around the dead animal might be infected. She turns in the opposite direction and finds an old wooden hut, hidden in a far corner of the wood. It’s like it’s been waiting for her. Inside it’s dry and small, maybe an old hut used by a forest ranger or something. There are cobwebs and dried leaves in corners, an old mug stain on a wooden bench. She sets the grimoire down and arranges herself in a reading position, the small of her back pressed against the wall, knees to her chest.

Outside, it begins to rain, a heavy shower that bends the branches on the tree closest to the hut. The roof drums and the ground outside crackles and hisses, but no water comes inside her hut. A feeling of panic arises – what if the door has jammed? What if she’s trapped? She gets up, checks that she can open the door. On finding that she can, she closes it with relief behind her. 

Then, she returns to her book.

The GRIMOIRE of Patrick Roberts

I ought to start at the beginning, right at that first meeting. 

My father moved us all to the north when we were very young – I was just turned eleven, my brother was nine and my mother was pregnant with our sister – and I remember how suspicious people were of us, as though our forlorn and scabby arrival into the town marked some kind of siege. It took a while for people to be friendly, but I remember one family, the Hyndmans, going out of their way to make us feel welcome and help us find our feet. They’d moved there the year before and conveyed how they’d experienced a similar reception. ‘They’re strange around here,’ the wife said. Finwell, she was called, and the husband was called Hamish. Hamish and my father formed a strong bond, he helped my father find work, and when my mother gave birth to my sister – a stillborn – Finwell spent a lot of time at our house, bringing meals and consoling my mother. She named the little girl Elizabeth, after my grandmother. There was no visible reason at all why my sister should have died a day before she was due to be born, but of course such things happened and still happen. I don’t believe my mother was ever the same after that.

Finwell’s daughters helped out, too. Jenny and Amy. Jenny was thirteen, a long dark plait like a muscle down her back, a face like stone and a hard way about her. Amy was a few months older than me and preferred playing with me than helping her mother with preparing food and cleaning our house. She was a feral-looking child, like something raised by wolves – she was small and scrawny with a mane of crow-black hair that never seemed to be brushed and stuck out in all directions, usually snagged with berries and leaves as though she’d been dragged through a bush. She had these piercing moss-green eyes that shone out of her face like a mystic. Her skin was pale as fresh milk and her front teeth had grown in at weird angles. She was usually laughing at something or other, baring all her angled teeth. When I think of her as a child I see her mid-cackle, her head thrown all the way back, her two scrawny legs like twigs. Somehow she always had muddy knees – her mother made a point of complaining about it every time she set eyes on her – and her clothes were perpetually ripped and stained. 

We lived our lives by magic. I was prone to nosebleeds, and my mother would often gather her friends to hold a ceremony to stop them. The stream where we gathered our water was a fairy stream, and if you drank it and told a lie, you risked your tongue swelling until it filled your mouth. A sheep’s skull smeared with blood and tar could show you the way to treasure if you threw it on the ground without fear of the demons that stood near, wanting to hide the treasure from your grasp. Few of us could do this – to not fear the beings that existed beyond the veil was difficult. 

Most of us used the methods of magic as tools, but some were gifted, and used their gifts to help others. Amy’s mother Finwell was gifted. A midwife renowned for preventing death in childbirth, she also had a reputation for being able to transfer the pains of childbirth from the labouring woman to her spouse, if so desired, and although this was never proven, I was aware of her being paid more than any other midwife in the village for her services, with mothers not only surviving childbirth whilst in Finwell’s care, but in raptures about it.

We lived in dangerous times. The events at North Berwick were now legendary, the story of how hundreds of witches had raised a storm against King James VI as he and his wife sailed across the sea from Norway to Leith known by all of us. It was witches we were threatened with as children by our parents if we didn’t go to bed. Witches would enchant us, boil our innards or shoot us with a fairy dart, and hand us over to the Devil. 

The punishments meted out to the witches of North Berwick were recounted from generation to generation. Agnes Sampson, an elderly woman and a healer from Haddington, was the ringleader. She’d been kept in a scold’s bridle, a fearful instrument wrought of iron that enclosed the head. Four sharp blades penetrated the mouth of the witch to keep her quiet, and doubtless to ruin her tongue for a long time thereafter. In Agnes’ case, the bridle was chained to the wall of her cell, and therefore she was forced to endure countless days unable to speak, eat, or sleep, enduring the humiliation of opening her bowels or bladder without being able to attend to herself, and doubtless in a terrible amount of pain without a moment’s relief.

After spending days thus, she confessed to raising the storm in partnership with the Devil, though I always thought that if I’d had to suffer days on end in a cell wearing such a monstrous instrument I’d have confessed to being Satan himself. No mercy was



























AUTHOR’S NOTE

I came across the story of Scotland’s witches by accident. I moved to Glasgow in late 2019, just before we went into national lockdown. I’d been working at the University of Glasgow for four and half years, and in all that time, I’d not yet heard that the Scottish witch trials were the worst in Europe, nor that around four thousand people – mostly poor women – were tortured and killed on false charges of witchcraft. I’d not yet learned that their conviction meant that their memory was forever tarnished, that their loved ones were left without a body to bury, and without a gravestone to pay their respects – in fact, they were left without a single way to remember their loved one with fondness. I can only imagine how profoundly traumatic and complicated their grief must have been.

When we finally relocated to Glasgow – mostly to spare me the 163-mile commute from our home in Whitley Bay, next to St Mary’s lighthouse – I learned, completely by chance, that we lived twenty minutes from a small plaque marking where eleven people were executed for witchcraft. Two of them were young boys, roughly the same age as my son, and in fact they had lived close to our new home. I had heard about the witch trials in Salem, USA, and in England, but knew very little about the ones in Scotland. Gradually, my research revealed this dark stain on Scotland’s history, and I found myself astonished again and again by both the magnitude of this history and its persistent invisibility. For example, close to my home, I was able to find the megalithic Kempock Stone, known as ‘Lang Stane’ or Granny Kempock. Sat opposite Sainsbury’s at the top of a short path, the stone forms part of a story concerning a woman named Mary Lamont, who was accused of dancing around the stone and plotting with the Devil to throw the stone into the sea to sink ships. She was sent to the gallows on the grounds of a church nearby. It will take you to scour the depths of the internet to find this information. Although the stone is marked by iron signages and a plaque, there is no mention of Mary, not even on the Kempock Stone’s Wikipedia entry. I drove to the church where she was burned and found no mention of her execution there either. 

There are now some excellent projects dedicated to uncovering the stories of Scotland’s witch hunts. The University of Edinburgh has an online database which led me to discover the witches named in this book. (http://witches.shca.ed.ac.uk) I was moved to find names of women there who were killed on the same day, and who were likely related to each other – mothers, daughters and sisters, executed together. Although historical information is scant, the good research resources out there pointed me to numerous cases whereby an accusation made against a single person led to additional accusations, as the person accused was often tortured – even when it was outlawed – which, reading between the lines, caused them both to ‘confess’ to cavorting with the Devil and naming others who had done the same.

I came across cases of accused individuals buying their way out of execution, suggesting that it was the most vulnerable and voiceless in society that were led to the gallows. Women were not even allowed to be witnesses at their own trials. In his book, Daemonologie (1582), King James VI suggests repeatedly that women, as the ‘weaker vessel’, were more likely to be deceived by the Devil. It is hard to read the witch fervour that flooded Europe for centuries as anything less than misogyny. ‘Witch’ continues to be a gendered term, aimed entirely at females.

I stayed on the Isle of Bute several times to write the book, and discovered that a Bute woman named Amy Hyndman had been convicted of witchcraft in March 1662. Although Lòn Haven is a fictional island, I based it partly on Bute. Amy is mentioned in the Highland Papers, a now-digitized historical record that reports on numerous witch trials. Amy is mentioned once; she was named by another woman who had been accused. As with almost all of the witch trials, Amy is voiceless and vulnerable, and I wanted to imagine her story as it may have been. 

As I wrote I came across other efforts dedicated to telling the story of Scotland’s witches. One of them is the Witches of Scotland project (www.witchesofscotland.com), a campaign for justice initiated by Claire Mitchell QC and by Zoë Venditozzi, who are engaged in attempting to secure a legal pardon, apology and national monument for the people who were accused and convicted under the Witchcraft Act. Quite rightly, they point out that, while there are statues around Scotland commemorating many individuals, mostly men and – bizarrely – a bear, there isn’t a single statue dedicated to those who were accused and killed on false charges of witchcraft. At Edinburgh castle, a plaque at the ‘Witches Well’ marks the spot where some three hundred people were executed – but not a single name, and certainly no monument. 

Although the stories of Scotland’s witches are from a distant past, they feel remarkably part of a story of the moment: the #MeToo movement, the depiction of then-presidential candidate Hillary Clinton as a witch on social media in 2016, the arrests of women at the vigil held for a woman was who murdered by a man while walking home from a friend’s house. For me, Amy’s story from the 1600s echoes in the 2000s. It is my sincere hope we can change the narrative in the future.
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