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Eight

I ran. Along overgrown banks of gorse, down the flanks of wild grass where the ground was pitted and treacherous with rabbit holes and rocks. I caught a glimpse of Doran behind me; it felt like he was being deliberately slower than he could be. Was it a test to see how far I was prepared to run? To anyone watching, we were kids playing. They were laughing, roaring and purple with it. No one would have seen me and worried. Not on the night of the festival.

I spotted the abandoned lighthouse in the distance, locked up with nowhere to hide, and I climbed down the cliff, into the cove, towards the dark tumble of rocks and stacks, boots slippery and hands bleeding, knees scraping the rough edges of stone. I was surprised how much of my surroundings I could see, the moon and patrol lights giving me hope that I could get away. Even with a lifetime of warnings about the water, the danger within us, that was nothing like the fear of the boys getting closer.

My destination didn’t stop them like I’d hoped it would. I was closer to the water than anyone would have wanted to go. But where else to hide? I could hear their shouts, rasping in the cold, as I looked for somewhere to conceal myself. The moonlight made my skin metallic. A brief fantasy came to me, sharp as a pinprick, of the boys scared stiff at the image of me. To them I would have looked like a Seawoman. For a moment, my body empty of breath, I was delirious and empowered by the thought. The hunger I felt for watching them suffer caught me off guard, and I tried immediately to suppress it, deny it as a light-headed passing. I blamed the thought on being too close to the sea, its bewitching proximity.

I tried to focus on what adults said about the older boys, how we should humour their spirits. Chasing was in their nature. Of course they were interested in us, our bodies – we were to be their future wives, mothers of their children. I knew that a desire for sex, for power, prowled within them.

But I’d seen what they’d done to Crescent and I didn’t want it.

I could hear them, saw the points of their shadows peer over the cliff edge, shouting so I would hear it.

‘Maybe she drowned!’

‘With any luck!’

‘Or her friends took her back where she belongs!’

More laughter came, vicious and cawing. I pressed my spine against the cold firm of the cliff walls, praying to God that they would leave me and He would save me. I needed Him more than ever.

Above me, it went quiet. I imagined them thinking I’d tried to hide in the nooks of the old lighthouse, going there but finding nothing. I should have known better.

I saw them: five dark insects grappling down the cliff steps towards me.

‘There she is! Esta!’

It was Doran who called my name, extending the sound like I was a stray animal that needed rescuing from a wire fence. He twisted the tone, saying it again so it sounded playful, teasing, like I was in on the game.

‘Estaaa!’

They had me penned in, all taller, all stronger than I was. I backed away, my boots sinking into softened wet sand. There was no way out, nowhere to climb, nowhere to run to where they wouldn’t catch me first. The wind was circling the cove, tendrils of my hair whipping into my eyes, making it hard to see. They laughed when I stumbled, but when I corrected my stance, it only made me step faster. Towards nothing but sea. Wide and dark and clawing.

‘What are you doing all the way down here, Esta?’ one of the other boys cooed. He was more muscular than Doran, had a head as round as an egg.

‘On festival night too!’

‘We only wanted to say hello,’ Doran said, white breath spurting out of his grin.

‘Yeah, just to celebrate with you.’

Their bodies blocked out the light of the moon. I took a step further back, the tide tonguing the heel of my boots. As they moved, my body’s reflex was to take another step away from them. Now the water lapped as far up as my ankles, and the chill jolted through my chest. One of the five nudged the boy next to him, pointing downwards. I was in the water, shins wet. It was their turn to take a step back. They breathed out a sharp noise of surprise.

Doran, however, didn’t show any of the hesitation that the rest of the group wore. His teeth were bared. The battle became about the two of us alone, and the rest of the boys disappeared from my vision. I looked straight into his eyes and took another step back, and another, not stopping until the water was pushing and pulling around my thighs. I wanted him to see I wasn’t going to stop. This was for Crescent, for me, for the next girl they might try it with.

Doran lurched forward, his features squinting with focus. He wanted to chase me deeper, until the water rose above my neck. One of the other boys took his arm and wrenched him back. I saw the expression on his spooked face. He looked like he could see the future – what I was, what would become of me.

‘Doran! Come back now!’

‘Leave her!’

The others in the group had widened the distance, but Doran was unmoving, glaring at me from the water’s edge. I spread my arms and waded further out, a backwards walk of pretend steadiness. I watched the shore, the dark ridge of island, watched as the boys became smaller. Two of them, one on each side of Doran, tried to pull him away. But he was transfixed, hungry for the end. My heart thrashed in the cold terror of the waves against my chest, the ground loose under my feet, but I kept on, watching as one by one the boys ran, scrambling to climb back up the cliffs. The words they left in the air stayed with me.

What is she?!

Doran was the last to relent, the most stubborn of the group, taking one final look at me, the water, what I was, what I was doing, looking like he was about to vomit. I watched him kick up the stones under his feet.

He fled. Finally I was alone.

It had been years since that first time in the water. I had forgotten how cold, how fast, how deep. That first time, there’d been the safety of daylight, and Mull to rescue me from the sea’s grip. Now, there was nothing left but the pull of the water, begging at my feet. Tiptoed and unsteady, I tried to find resistance, to push down and use stones as my anchor.

My chest felt tight and my prayers too weak. My arms flailed against the direction of the pull, trying to find something to steer me back to land, but the ice of it rooted around my spine, numbing me powerless, scooping me backwards instead, into the drag of the tide. I was losing the fight. Fulmars overhead swooped and dived, laughing at my struggle. But as they disappeared into my periphery, a flash of wing and flight, my thoughts rolled into something darker, my stomach convulsing, convinced that soon, surely, something worse would come for me, my helpless body drifting further into the pit of darkness. I looked behind me, at the glow of the patrols. No one was there to save me.

I gasped for air, holding onto it like it might be my last. I didn’t know how to coordinate my limbs, how to float. All I was doing was making it worse, frothing up the tide with my kicking and pushing, taking fistfuls of salt water as though that would pull me right.

Then something changed. It felt at first as if I was being coiled, wrapped in wide ribbons of weed, but then I knew it was different, warm. Hands. There were hands around my waist. I was too delirious to fight, starved of comprehension. I saw movement in front of me, my brain catching a flash of silver and believing God had sent the moon to save me. The moon with hands would save me. I wanted to kiss it in thanks. But as my mind became clearer in a rush of relief, I saw a body, a man’s body, muscular and naked, fast and writhing. Not the moon, but a man. I was pulled against him, solid, slick and firm, those same hands tighter around my waist and one of my legs hooked. This was a body that knew the water; this was someone who could swim. A man from another place. As he held me, fighting against my struggle, I knew this was it. The darkness had come for me. I slumped, expecting to be dragged to the bottom of the sea. Resigned, I clung, sea-urchin suckered against this body, hands finding skin and scales. This was my fate, the slow twisting of my body against his underwater.

But then, everything cold and wet and fast and not down but upwards we went, together, suspended in time until the pressure of the surface broke, head and shoulders and mouth finally finding air.

This was not the story I knew. This was where it all began to fall apart.

I was still clinging to him, to a body I couldn’t make sense of, to a situation that didn’t fit. To the thing that had saved me from drowning. All I could focus on was trying to stay alive. The air that found my lungs was patchy and spluttered, coughing salt water and bile into the sea below.

‘Steady. Breathe,’ I heard a voice say, different to the voices I knew; something musical, like a jangle of wind through an open window, the low brush of a calm tide on the shore.

I was confused, could have invented his instruction, but I followed it anyway, remembering how to feel, remembering the up and down of my chest, the in and out of breath without the fear of taking in water. I was so focused on breathing that I didn’t have space in my thoughts to wonder who he was, why he had saved me. We were moving again. This time my cradled body moved with him, with the rhythm of the water, not against it, free, not a prisoner of the sea’s control. We weren’t moving deeper into the sea’s grip, but out of it, where the tide was calmer, back to land. But still uncertain, still delirious, I kept my eyes closed as if it was some fragile dream that could be broken and I’d be back there in the cold and the dark again, drowning.

I kept my eyes shut until we’d moved out of the water, until I felt the solid mass of sand and stone under my feet, collapsing exhausted onto it, my dress clinging to me like the wet pelt of an animal. Everything was stinging and bleary, my eyes raw with salt. When I opened them finally, he was a dark shadow against the night. Nameless then, but when I think of that first glimpse now, his name rides through my body. Like waking from death. A gasping heartbeat.

I was grounded, away from the sea, his hands still around my waist from lifting me out, but my clothes and skin were so wet all I could do was shiver, feeling as hard and exposed as a sea-spat pebble. I concentrated on trying to breathe again, feeling delusional and sick. When I was brave enough to look at him, he came to me in pieces, ethereal and confusing as a dream. In the light, both of us were moon-skinned and grey, but he had a sheen to him. I’d never seen a man’s body before, but I’d heard girls talk. I knew he had what other men did. I looked quickly away from the parts of him only a wife should see, heat rushing to my face. I looked at him, stalling, creeping, like entering a lightless room. He was a man. But he wasn’t. He had skin, and scales. There were gills on his neck, fluttering.

And his face. His face. So close to human. I pushed at the stones to scramble backwards.

‘No! Get away from me!’

His eyes widened, head tilting and revealing more of his angular face in the light. I gripped the largest stone I could reach.

‘Back! Get back!’

The sea roared behind him. His hair was pale and slick to his head, a confused curve to his mouth, which was as full and delicate as a woman’s. He looked about my age and I wondered what those eyes of his had seen. I shunted backwards to try and get away from him.

‘I’m not going to hurt you!’ he said, hands raised.

‘Monster!’ I gasped, breath erratic, teeth clenched. I swung at him. I was nowhere near touching him. He gripped my wrist, shook the stone from my hand. I was winded by shock. I opened my mouth to scream, not thinking of the consequences, not thinking about what could happen if I was found alone with a creature like him. He put his webbed hand across my mouth. I tried to gnash my teeth, bite him, but he held firm.

‘Stop! Stop! Quiet!’ he said, hushing me. ‘There’s someone up there!’ He was looking up at the cliffs. His face was so near I could smell the whole ocean on him. He was terrified.

He loosened his grip. I looked around wildly for somewhere to hide. Time seemed to split in two. Half of me was running, screaming from the creature and back up the cliff. The other was spinning, alive, barely recovered, water reverberating in my head, looking at this strange half-man, questions stacking up behind my teeth and fearing the boys who’d tried to drown me. The creature’s expression was so human in his raw fear, something in my gut kicked in, instinctive that it united us. If they came back and found us like this, we’d both be dead. They were moving fast. I heard them getting louder, shouts blending and indecipherable.

‘She’ll be drowned by now.’

‘Not if she’s one of them.’

‘We’ve got this in case!’

‘A harpoon! Do you even know how to use it?’

‘We’ll be surrounded!’

‘We can take them all out with this.’

‘Someone needs to go back to the festival and tell the Keepers. The Ministers. Anyone!’

‘I’m going to see for myself,’ Doran said. His voice rose unmistakably over the others.

‘We’ll never be Ministers if Father Jessop finds out.’

‘Hey, Doran, slow down!’

This wasn’t happening to me. It couldn’t be. I was paralysed, listening to them get closer. The voices grew louder as they shouted at each other, three of them deciding to check if I’d drowned, and if I hadn’t, to finish the job before anything worse happened.

‘Who are they?’ my rescuer asked, eyes darting up to the noise, moving his hand away from my mouth but still hovering close.

I was frozen in an endless cycle of an impossible choice – the gang or the sea. Them or him. I felt like a child, wanting the sand to swallow me, for someone else to make the decision. I expected the stranger to dive back into the water, disappearing like a trick of light. Was he thinking the same thoughts I was? The boys charging forward with rocks and harpoons. He didn’t move, looking between me and the sea. I imagined us torn apart, slaughtered, our bodies hung on hooks in the churchyard for all to see. Him a monster, me the same in their eyes.

‘They’re coming for you,’ he said, realisation dawning as he took in the sight of my shaking body. He held out his eely hand, the same hand that had rescued me, an imploring look on his face. ‘There’s no time,’ he said. ‘There are caves, along the coast. We can hide.’

I looked down at his hand, then up at the approaching mob.

‘What are you?’

‘Come with me or wait for them. It’s your choice.’





Eleven

I lay awake for hours. I had scrubbed and scrubbed, using soap and oils, and yet I could still smell the brine on my skin. Him. The sour reek of the water. Hear the cry of gulls chasing light across the sky. I gave up on sleep and got on my knees, but as much as I pleaded with God, the sea had sunk through to my bones. My mouth dried up with prayer, one running straight into another, and my skin held the imprints of the floorboards, the lines and knots, all in commitment of my repentance. I longed for the marks to be permanent, proof. Lord God, please have mercy. I can hear those words now, urgent but hollow. My prayer had to compete against all that I had done. Swimming, the trust I’d placed in this half-creature, the curiosity, the enduring sensation of his unnatural skin on my fingertips, the cool gleam of his flesh. I begged and begged for forgiveness, desperate that it might be enough to save me.

The next day I woke from broken sleep, weak behind the eyes, the previous night feeling like a strange and vivid dream. But I couldn’t escape the truth. I had not dreamt Cal. I could not dismiss him, what I had done. Frantic sobbing prayers were not enough. I was feverish, an ache that bloated my body. I could not lift my limbs or turn my head. The room taunted me with its light like a scalding band of metal across my temples. This was my punishment.

I dozed again, delirious, dreaming of bare flesh and salt water, two fish bodies convulsing in the rhythm of the sea, swimming further and further towards somewhere else, somewhere unseen. An upturned fishing boat, a mouth, hands, gills. Now I can see it with sense: I had gone to bed the night of Cal still frozen, hair wet, shaken, refusing to commit to rest until I believed God had heard me. I’d passed out. I’d mistreated my body like my grandmother had hers. That was what had made me ill. But I did not believe that then. It was impossible not to absorb the guilt, to blame Cal. To blame myself. God was punishing me and He had every right to. The sickness was another curse. The warning sign of something worse on the horizon.

A scuttle of birds landed on the roof and I jumped from my skin, the bedsheets wet with sweat. As I lay sick, suffering in my guilt, the house was deathly quiet. I wondered about my grandmother. Had she gone looking for me at the festival? Would she bombard me with accusations? I shut my eyes, trying to think about how I might explain myself, and then I heard her outside my door, struck by a coughing fit, unable to catch her breath. Her old habits of fasting and sleep deprivation had returned in recent months. It was all for God, food and rest replaced with prayer, but she was ill again. Exhausted and frail. There was nothing I could do to stop her; I could only watch her grow sicker and sicker.

She came to my room and saw the state of me, feeling my forehead with the back of her hand. The contact of her bones under thin skin made me clamour for her in a desperate way, like trying to hold onto a rush of falling sand. Stay, I wanted to say, but my mouth was too dry, my intentions too timid. I wanted her and her faith to make me right again, good. Without her I was done for.

She let me sleep, but the next day she had questions for me.

Why are you sick?

What have you done?

Who have you been near? What girl has done this to you?

How have you betrayed the Lord?

There was talk at the festival about an outbreak of fever in the east of the island, a suggestion of curse, she said. My stomach clamped. She told me more, that three sheep had died, a child had started sleepwalking. Whoever she was, this female culprit, this cause of sickness, my grandmother wanted her found and punished.

I was silent, but I wanted to scream, beg. I was to blame. I was the one leading the island to ruin. The confession rotted inside me. This was the path I’d chosen now, irreversible.

‘What’s this?’ she said, her fingernail scratching the line of scabbed blood at my temple.

‘I fell on the way home from the festival.’ I felt my heart thunder with the lie.

‘Clumsiness is weakness,’ she said. She stripped back the covers on my bed, cold rushing in against my clammy skin. ‘Up you get. You fight this sickness. The Lord disapproves of such laziness.’

I looked down at my heavy, pathetic body. The water had done this. It would take all my energy just to sit.

She clapped in my face, breathless afterwards. ‘You get up or I send for Eldermothers. Too much darkness here already. Not in my house. Get up.’

I thought of the Eldermothers’ white presence in the room, the way they spoke sending chills down my body. The thought of them standing over me, pulling and twisting me into shapes, gave me the propulsion I needed to sit up and swing my legs out of bed. I’d have done anything to rid myself of darkness, but if they came, they’d expose what I’d done. They’d see it in me with one look.

She clicked her fingers at me. ‘Knees,’ she said. ‘Pray.’

I did as she asked, even though the room was spinning.

‘Nothing passing your lips today. You must be empty to receive his wisdom.’

The hunger would feel like punishment, but I willed her familiar methods to work. Something had to fix me. And if that was what it took for the bad luck to disappear, I’d do it.

‘I’ll find out why you’re sick,’ she said, my hands together, head bowed. ‘I know you’re lying. Eyes give you away.’

 

So I became her. Fasting, not sleeping, burying myself under the words of the Great Book, crowding out my thoughts with prayer. I promised myself it would work, and as the fever lifted, I chose to believe it was a sign. Days later, I returned to school. I looked gaunt, but my grandmother would not have rumours spread about me, so before I left, she pinched and rubbed at my cheeks.

‘If they ask, you tell them you ate spoiled meat.’

I didn’t question whether this lie was a forgivable one; I was too churned up with the thought of coming face to face with Doran and his friends again. I thought I knew fear, I thought I understood what kept me awake at night. But being surrounded by that pack of boys again was a greater terror than coming face to face with Cal, the man who was meant to be a monster.

When they finally laid eyes on me, they looked at me like I had silver skin and wet scales. Like I had risen from the dead. Something within me changed when I realised: there was a power in it I hadn’t expected. I looked straight at them, head held high.

In class, Seren brushed past me. ‘We thought you were with the Eldermothers.’

‘I was at home, sick. Bad food.’

‘Just something we heard.’ She shrugged as she returned to her seat.

But as the day went on, there were no whispers behind my back, and no one turned away like they had done with Crescent. They hadn’t told anyone. I tried to think what the boys must have done that night. Did they wait for news that I had disappeared? No church bell rang, nothing from the Messengers. No sightings of Seawomen emerged. The last place they’d seen me was the water. I’d disappeared, then reappeared without any explanation. What must they have thought? I’d defied them. Defied God. I could have drowned. I could have returned with an army of Seawomen on my side, spreading curse like frost, acre across acre. But here I was at school as though the night had never happened.

I was naïve to think that because the group of boys had been silent, dumbfounded by my return, I’d escape further torment. One afternoon, the last of my class to leave, I was cornered, trapped behind a closed door, Doran’s breath against the back of my neck. He had my arm twisted and pushed me against the wall so that my head smacked against the framed painting of Father Lambert. The room was cold and smelt of the peat outside.

I struggled to free myself from his grip, before making myself slack. He slammed his hand on the wall, close enough to my face to make me wince and pay attention.

He pushed his face against mine, his words coming through his teeth with spit. ‘How did you do it?’

‘I got out. Back to land.’

‘You were in the water, like one of them. We can all fucking see it. What you are.’ He tapped at the side of my head with a ragged nail, then ran his fingers across my scarring. ‘Bad luck’s in your blood.’

In the centre of my throat, something seized.

‘No one burns alive unless they deserve it.’

‘God saved me.’

‘Yeah, you. But what about your mother and father? I wonder—’

‘Don’t talk about them.’

‘You’ll end up the same.’

When he finally freed me, the release made the tears rush out. He grinned at the sight.

‘You left me to drown.’

‘You went into the water all by yourself.’

‘You chased me! And then you ran.’

‘We left it to God.’

I raised my head to meet his eyes. ‘But I’m still here. He answered.’

He shook his head. ‘You’ll be found out. And you’ll get what’s coming.’

I felt a shiver at my nape. It wouldn’t be long until he was made a Minister and granted unquestionable power. I thought of his father, Franklin, the sweat and herring reek of him, the combative way he spoke to his wife in church, the bruises we would see on her at the chapel. Doran was just the same. He walked out, leaving me alone, finally able to hold my wrist where he’d gripped me. Against his word, I was nothing. He’d made it clear he wouldn’t stop. He’d bide his time if he had to. If Doran had his way, I’d be thrown into a yole before I even had the chance to prove my innocence and carry a child. If he was never going to let me out of his sight, then I had to be more careful.

 

When I was cleaning the font, or sweeping between the pews, or when we were waiting for the puffer to arrive with supplies from the Otherlands, I ran through every bleak thought of what might happen to me. It began to consume me, pushing between my promises to God. There was no space for redemption when the fear was so animal. It followed the same pattern as my nightmares: my body bound to an upturned boat, and no matter how much I fought, I could not save myself. Doran and the rest did nothing more to intimidate me, but it left me on edge, nervous of being alone. I walked home from school with Mull, but I wondered how long before they would use my friendship with her against me, spreading lies that would make her keep her distance. I had no reason to believe Doran wouldn’t uphold his threats, not after Crescent.

I carried on helping in church, attending chapel, lighting candles, but whatever promises I made, whatever prayer, I never once spoke about Cal, how I’d felt, what I’d done. I was always holding back, hiding. No prayer ever emerged with the full conviction of my heart. How could it? It wasn’t like before, after Mull and I had been in the water. This time it was impossible to confine him to imagination and pour everything I had into repentance. That would never be enough. The idea of him, this impossible man, living out there in the water, left me with too many unanswered questions to pretend I had none. I couldn’t carry on as if nothing had changed, not when I knew he was planning to return.

In the summer, I watched on as Doran’s ambitions came true. A Minister. A whole ceremony in church that spoke of honour and respect and command. The sight of him in his uniform made me want to launch myself into the sea. My grandmother had started using an imported contraption – a seat with wheels that I could push – to get to church. She couldn’t walk further than to the bathroom without help, and as her health deteriorated, again she latched on to signs that a woman on the island was to blame. Doran becoming a Minister gave her hope of protection, that the more men we had to root out evil, the better she would feel. I could not sit and listen to her when all I wanted to do was scream. I went where I knew I would not have to talk of fear and curse and protection.

Barrett answered the door in a stained shirt. I had not been back to the harbour house since I was a child, but there was no surprise in his face, only warmth.

‘Hungry?’ he asked, the door wedged open against his hip and the smell of cooking enticing me in.

When we were sitting at the table, eating herring milts on thick cuts of bread, he asked, ‘No school?’

I frowned. ‘No, we finished weeks ago.’ When the summer came, instead of school, we were expected to help out on the island where we were needed – with the animals, the arable land.

He nodded, as if he’d known all along, and cut me another hunk of bread. ‘You’re getting skinny again.’

‘Grandmother doesn’t cook much any more. It tires her out. But I don’t mind.’

‘She sleeping now?’

‘I saw her upstairs to bed before I left. She sleeps a lot.’

‘She had the doctor round? The herbalist?’

‘Just the Father.’

Barrett filled his mouth with strips of torn bread, and I stared at the hard line of his hunched shoulders. He knew what I did, that she was making herself sick again and there was nothing either of us could do to stop it. I looked around the sun-brightened kitchen, the light exposing the room’s crowding, the junk and paperwork, the collection of broken reels and frayed ropes. It was worse than the last time I’d seen it.

‘You can always come here,’ he said, using his finger to clear the gummy bread from under his lip.

I was about to agree, aching for his company, when there was a banging at the back door, the door that led straight to the harbour. Barrett excused himself and shuffled out, and I pulled back my chair to spy into the hallway. I heard the raised voice of one of the fishermen.

‘They’ve been waiting an hour. You said you were coming. Where you been?’

‘I got caught up with something. I’m coming, I’m coming.’

Barrett returned with his coat over his arm, cap in hand. ‘New lads. Need teaching. Take your time. I’ll be back later.’

‘Did you forget?’

He shook his head. ‘They’re impatient, that’s all.’

He left, and I pictured him heading down towards the huts, to the young lads learning to be fishermen. He had told me about the types he trained: the cocky ones who thought they knew everything but came back to land so sick they cried for their mothers; the nervy boys who learnt quickly that the only way to get out of any bother was to row, row and row again. Sometimes they were as young as fifteen; just wanted to be their fathers, skin salt-cracked and weed rashes spreading from their wrists to their elbows. All of them dizzied by nerves and adventure.

I finished lunch, washing up his plate and mine, putting the rest of the bread in its tin. The state of the kitchen played on my mind. I could feel my grandmother taking shape inside my body. Barrett had lived so long without a wife keeping his house tidy, he could use my help. But it wasn’t all goodwill. Cleaning up for him gave me a legitimate excuse to uncover, to move, to snoop. I had a reason to go upstairs, into the attic, where the past was hidden away. It was a room I knew existed, its lone window looking out over the harbour like a glassy eye, but one that was sealed off from the rest of the house. Even when I’d stayed, I’d never seen Barrett go up there, I’d never seen the hatch door opened. Everything about it had the calling of a secret.

I went up there, up the ladder, a torch wedged under my chin and a box of outdated paperwork, concerning boat leases and listings of vessels beyond repair, hooked under my arm and hugged to my chest. There was no real intent that afternoon. But like anything kept out of sight, I was too weak to resist.

The attic was a shrine. Boxes and furniture from years ago. I couldn’t believe he’d kept so much. I envied its survival when my own past was ash. Before Barrett, this house had belonged to his father, and his grandfather before that. On and on. Each one of them had taken the role of harbourmaster, each keeping records, teaching, repairing yoles, tracking the weather. The history of the island’s fishing industry was contained in those four walls. My grandmother used to say the island never would have survived without Barrett and his family. It was in their blood. There was so much of Mae in the attic too. I could almost smell her, a dull, sweet smell cutting through the old sea-washed house. There were boxes of clothes, her books, her needlework, a vanity dresser. My heart stopped at the sight of a crib, one side of it smashed, like broken ribs. I wanted to get out of there quickly, guilt and scattered dust making my lungs feel tight. I was disturbing a burial ground. I made space for the box, deciding I wouldn’t come back, I wouldn’t tidy anything more. But in my rearranging and shifting, trying not to damage anything, there was one box, coated in thick and salty furs, that kept getting in my way, kept drawing my attention. A box that if I’d left it alone could have stopped me before it was too late.

I left the hatch open and took the box to the kitchen, into daylight, so I could see its contents properly. Inside were books, so covered in dust I had to open a window and shake them to make the covers legible. They were diaries, the name E. Philips on the front. I found myself taking apart the contents of the box, item by item, revealing years’ worth of journals, along with sketches and maps, quilting the table with the sheets. Maps of the entire island, every cove, every rock bank, bay, beach and arch, even the stacks and skerries out to sea. As I turned the pages of one notebook, I saw more maps, named islands and seas, islets and archipelagos, large land masses that didn’t even look like islands. Words that meant nothing to me. Hollandstoun. Sumburgh. Foula. Atlantic. Question marks were littered next to these names, some crossed out, some rewritten clearer with a new understanding.

The scale of the unknown had me enraptured until I was sitting in the half-dark. My understanding of the world was shrinking. I was back in the water with Cal, dumbfounded at the possibility of being only a speck, of a world vaster and more different than I could comprehend. So much I’d never see. I’d known before, but that day I finally understood what it meant that the perimeter of the island was the limit of my life. And still, even with the maps and the books, the observations and ponderings, I hadn’t found a mention of men like Cal, that anyone but me knew he existed.

‘Esta.’ My name on a breath. How long had Barrett been in the room? The maps and notebooks spread across the table; he eyed the papers like they were blood.

I hastily pushed myself up. He approached, a shaking hand taking one of the pages. Compass points. A name of a place I’d never heard of. He dropped that, scrapped around for another. Rough hand, rough paper.

‘What are these?’ All the age drained from his voice. He sounded like a child, a wobble of fear underneath it.

I realised, when the noise blurted out loud, that I was sobbing.

‘I don’t know.’

He picked again at them, shuffling one after another in his hand.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean . . .’

‘Where did you get them?’

‘Upstairs. In the attic. I wanted to help. Tidy up.’

‘Upstairs? Here?’ He looked around the room like he didn’t recognise it, white in the face.

He picked up a journal and found the label revealing the owner, the cartographer behind these maps.

‘Egan. My great-uncle.’ He raised his hand to cover his face, one of the papers sticking to his sweating palm and flapping when he lifted it.

‘I’m so sorry. I was only . . .’ I was breathless, tears falling silently. ‘Until I looked through it, I had no idea.’ I was waiting for the moment his rage would explode, when he would haul me to the Eldermothers, show my grandmother exactly what kind of girl I was. Instead, he was shaking almost as much as I was. He began gathering the pages, piling them back into the box.

‘Don’t just stand there. Help me!’

I jumped from my skin, clumsily lurching forward to sweep the papers into a pile, to pack them away again.

‘You should never have touched this stuff!’

I nodded with fierce agreement, unable to stop the tears. Bad luck. Bad luck. Bad luck. He lifted the box under his arm and carried it to the living room, where the fire roared. He was surely going to report me. What then? Would I have to live in the chapel with the Eldermothers, cleansed until I couldn’t feel my skin? Stand in church, bowed in front of Father Jessop, and confess everything I’d done? How then could I stop everything coming out with it – Cal, the water? How could I ever escape the punishment that was surely coming for me? I could feel it building up inside me, wanting to purge, to tell Barrett everything so the forgiveness could come in one flood. No more secrets, no more hiding. That was the only way I’d ever stand a chance of Salvation.

I heard him mutter, a desperate questioning to a room with no answers. ‘Why here? Why this house? This whole time, when . . .’

I saw him linger over the papers, the breadth of the world on the flat pages.

‘When your mother was . . .’ He looked at me and shook his head, as if deciding against continuing.

‘My mother?’ I took a step nearer, holding my breath.

He looked back at the papers and stumbled around for the right words. ‘Some time before she died, she asked me what it was like to be on the water. Whether I knew what was out there. Other places, life beyond the borders.’

I thought I knew what he was trying to say. That I had her flaw. Curious in a way that made it dangerous, that made me doomed. Perhaps if she hadn’t been curious . . . Perhaps if I wasn’t . . .

Her fate would end up being mine. That’s what I thought he was trying to tell me.

‘I told her, what does it matter? What matters is here. Your home, your family. I should have told her not to ask.’ The papers shook so much in his hand I thought he would drop them. ‘It’s better not to know, it’s . . .’

And then, one by one, he crumpled each sheet and fed it to the flames. My heart leapt and I couldn’t explain it. The words that had been foreign to me, the place names I’d tried to remember, burnt into ash. In the months that followed, I closed my eyes at night and tried to remember fragments. I would try and piece them together, murmur and memorise the names of places that were slipping away from me, just to keep them alive. This outside world, these missing edges, places I would never know. Places I wasn’t even sure were real. But in that room, all

























Eighteen

The cliffs were crowded with warblers the morning of my motheryear ceremony, the sky an odd, sickly gloom of orange. I could see my breath, the one sure sign I was still alive. It had been three months since the festival, since I’d tied Cal’s pendant around my neck. The day had finally come. The countdown was about to begin. Had my victory at the festival been enough to convince them I was now worthy of a child? Had my ‘black mark’ really disappeared? Mull had been granted her motheryear at the same time, and I couldn’t dismiss the feeling that she’d convinced them of my worthiness.

The chapel was lit with candles, and my hair dripped onto the clean white tunic I’d been given. The other women of the island lined the nave, hands clasped, humming joyfully as we were led to the chancel. One by one these women were invited to the front to give me and Mull their prayers and advice, for mothers to stroke our stomachs, for newborn children to be proffered for us to hold. We were ready to be mothers ourselves now, God had decided. Here was our year to prove our worth. Inside, a part of me died, but I wore a face of stone. Only Norah drew anything from me.

‘It will happen,’ she said, before moving away and another woman was in her place.

Don’t dust under the bed. That disturbs the spirit of the unborn.

Lie with your husband during a full moon.

Kiss Dinah’s statue seven times.

Keep your front door unlocked and make sure nothing blocks it.

Women approached me to hand over their children. As I stared down into these innocent, unknowing faces, I could only see futures without choice. I wanted to set them free somehow, to pull them to my chest and whisper about the world out there. I couldn’t look at Mull. I wanted to suck the happiness out of her. But I did the only thing I could. Comply, say my thanks at each blessing, make my promises to God.

‘You will feel a change now,’ the Eldermothers said at last. ‘God is ready to bless your wombs with the fruits of life. Feel Him inside you, the energy within.’

Mull smiled at me, her fingers splayed on her lower stomach.

‘I can feel it,’ she said, looking at me in wonder. ‘A tingling.’

I felt nothing.

Later that night, Ingram came home from a day catching herring, the smell of brine through his hair and hands. For a moment, he was too much of a reminder of what I wanted. Something stirred. I responded to his kiss in a way I hadn’t before. When I withdrew, he was as surprised as I was.

He touched my stomach. And just like that, all my desire fell away. Reduced to a job that needed to be done.

 

Weeks folded together hopelessly. Every day seemed a futile trance until the night. To lay there. I don’t remember any of these nights, except an exchange of fluid, bodies moving into place. A burning sensation after I emptied my bladder. A trip to the herbalist. Two months went by without success, with more pitying looks from Seren, a grimace from Ingram at the sight of my blood.

‘Will this ever work?’ he asked one night when the room was hot with our slowing breaths.

It has to, he wanted me to say.

Instead I put my hand on his thigh, to kiss him and prove I was willing, I wanted it, I was doing everything I could. But his cock curled away as he rolled onto his side and shut down any further attempt to try. We lay there in shame.

Neither of us is really here, I said to him, but only in my head.

His affection for Seren filled every room, pushed me out. He had a different smile for her, a different way of speaking. With her he shared all his little jokes about his day, while with me it was functional: the weight of his haul, how much he sold, what was for supper, the sex.

As we lay in bed, outside the threat of a storm circled the island like a predator. The rain matched the tension in my body. The seams of the sky would split and then the questions would start: who was to blame for this? There was no child yet, no proof of my faith, and more bad luck for our family. Here was the evidence and accusation stacking against me.

My fingers found their way to Cal’s pendant. The last fragile symbol of hope. When Ingram had seen it for the first time, treasured against my naked skin, I had pulled away from letting him touch it.

‘It was my mother’s,’ I said, and watched a look of concern pass across his brow.

‘Why would she have had a fisherman’s charm?’ he asked. ‘Will it really bring you the luck you need?’

‘It’s mine now, and I’m wearing it.’

‘You can have mine,’ he said.

‘I want hers.’

I held onto it and thought about the spin of the world, a beach I could explore unrestricted, a sea with tides I could learn and swim through. I would come and go, sail a boat, row from horizon to horizon under the stars. I thought about Cal showing me the way, unlocking my freedom, following me not from duty, but with desire, free will.

I lay there and let the rhythm of the rain wash over me. My skin itched with a craving for touch. Cal’s absence had grown a hunger in me. The pressure of his hands on my hips, pulling me into the water, making me weightless. I wanted that again. A lifetime of it. The power, that searing cold, body to body.

 

Weeks later, Vayle and Weir’s son, Irwin, was born, and it was decided, in a family meeting that I sat on the edges of, that it was best for the household if I gave up working at Lower Farrow entirely to help Seren and Vayle with the cooking, chores and childcare. Weir, the eldest of the brothers, was the unspoken head of the household, and gave me no choice in the change of situation.

‘Lower Farrow puts food on our table,’ I said.

He raised his palm. There was no discussion to be had here. It was decided. ‘You can tend our garden. Grow whatever you can. That will be enough for us.’

And so my opportunity to escape the household confinement, to have independence away from Seren, Vayle and their young boys, had diminished to nothing. Even my visits to Barrett were scrutinised. I had gone to see him every week, even though in recent months he was irritable and didn’t seem to want company, but when I mentioned him once over supper, Seren asked, ‘Do you really think it’s wise to be visiting the harbour so often to see him? It’s your motheryear.’

My throat burnt, a scolded child.

‘He’s family,’ I said.

‘We’re your family. And it worries me that it might affect your chances,’ she said.

‘Visiting Barrett won’t stop me having a child.’

‘Maybe not. But we are told to avoid going near the water.’

‘We live on an island.’

‘We’ll talk about it,’ Ingram said, shattering the momentum I felt. I wanted to leave the table, cause a scene, start an argument, but everything I did could be used against me. There was no fight left in me any more.

 

One morning after chapel, I lingered to make sure Seren and Vayle left before me. I told them I was waiting to speak to the Eldermothers in private, and they seemed satisfied. I had made eye contact with Norah during the service, a pleading attempt to get her to meet me afterwards, and it seemed to work.

We made small talk until we were far enough away from the chapel.

‘No luck yet?’ she said as we walked.

I faltered at her directness, but there was something about her that made being open feel easier. It was not like the way other women spoke; she cared.

‘I’ve tried everything. I even buried a small knitted doll. That’s what one woman at my ceremony suggested. Knit it and stuff it with bay leaves and bury it in sheltered ground. Something to do with letting the land read my desires.’

‘And that didn’t work?’ she said, her lips pulled to the side in a wry smile when I looked at her.

I gave an embarrassed laugh. ‘It sounds ridiculous to say it out loud.’

‘People say all sorts,’ she said. ‘You have to wonder whether they even believe it themselves.’

‘That’s how I’ve started feeling, though. Ridiculous.’

‘You’re desperate, and that stress won’t help.’

‘It’s not like I haven’t been trying. I have. I pray, cleanse. I’m doing everything the family want. Keep faith, they all say. Pray and have patience. But time’s running out. It’s like I can see it happening . . . at the jetty, and there’s nothing I can do about it.’

‘You can’t end up like that,’ she said. ‘You can’t.’

Her voice changed and we came to a stop on the path. She took my hands. Her anger buzzed through. We were always told that women were soft, women were gentle.

‘I’m worried my time will run out,’ I said.

‘Do you know how many times I’ve seen it? Women who’ve done nothing and had their whole lives ruined by the words of a man?’

I looked at her, my surprise obvious, but she carried on.

‘Crescent – you remember her?’

How could I forget?

‘Then you must have heard the stories. What those boys said she was. She came to me in tears. Sick. Wanted to know if what she’d done would make her ill.’

‘I know what they did. They forced her.’

‘And where are they now? Ministers. Rule-makers,’ she said. ‘And Crescent? She’ll be lucky if she ends up the second wife of a man who beats her, with the reputation she has. And it’ll happen again, and again.’

The power in her expression, in the conviction of her words, made me feel like I was falling. If they only knew a woman’s true strength.

‘No Untethering,’ she says. ‘It can’t happen. Not after everything. Not after your mother . . .’

‘There’s no way to save me. If I don’t have a child . . .’

‘Maybe you won’t have to,’ she said, eyes ablaze. ‘I’m trying,’ her voice a harsh whisper, her grip tight, ‘to find a way out.’

I could only just hear her through the sound of ringing in my head.

‘To leave,’ she said. ‘Leave the island.’
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