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            CHAPTER 1

          

          MAIRI

          TUESDAY 16TH DECEMBER

        

      

    

    
      Mairi felt a stab of excruciating pain at her temple as she gazed out of the classroom window. Her fingertips tingled as it struck again, the same stab she’d experienced that morning while showering. The same fierce sting and flashing lights that had come to her yesterday and the day before – always the same, sending her moods haywire.

      She stared past the playing fields to Sidcup, with its identikit houses, and beyond. An ocean of low-rise mediocrity ran to the horizon, to be swallowed up by the grey sprawl of the city. She hated this run-down classroom with its bare concrete walls and vast windows, hated the view and how the low glare of the December sun blinded her.

      The pain came again, as a distinct smell of citrus – bergamot – filled her nostrils, the smell of her first few months in London nineteen years ago. Of Sister Eleni.

      The trigger for these migraines, for this despondency, was Sister Eleni’s funeral a few days before. Tears welled up in her eyes at the memory. How grim it had been, sitting by herself, only a few other elderly women and the coffin in a tiny crematorium. No eulogy, no music, barely a sound apart from the whirr of an electric heater in the foyer, then the excruciating wait as the coffin glided behind a curtain.

      Rosina’s hand shot into the air and Mairi roused herself. She focused on her star pupil, the arm raised straight up, demanding she look her way.

      ‘Rosina?’

      ‘Miss, could you close the blind? I can’t concentrate.’

      Mairi was about to tilt the blind, when Jonny, who laboured under the misapprehension he was top of the class, chipped in. ‘Don’t, Miss. Keep it open. I’ll not be able to see.’ He flashed a smile at Rosina.

      She’d had enough of their passive aggressive flirtations. She crossed to the window. ‘I’ll close this one, Rosina. And you, Jonny, move to the back. There’s plenty of sun over there.’

      Jonny tutted and made a show of changing seats before settling again.

      Fleshy fingers of light squeezed through the gaps in the blinds, falling across her students as they continued with the test, their last before Christmas. Mairi’s attention soon returned to the view outside, transfixed by the glow of the sun. The holidays couldn’t come quick enough. She planned to eat and drink till she collapsed, watch rubbish TV and when she got bored, take long walks to combat the extra calories. Less than a week to go and she’d be free of this hellhole until the new year.

      On the way to work that morning, she’d almost turned tail and gone home; the grief had been so overwhelming, she could barely stop crying. And although many years had passed since her last contact with Sister Eleni, she’d been the one person who knew her, who knew her secrets.

      Mairi shivered.

      Turning, she caught sight of Brian, framed in the glass door connecting their classrooms. He smirked. She half-smiled in response. The smirk then widened to a grin. He narrowed his eyes and gave Mairi the look. Despite herself, her stomach fluttered; he was sexy and knew it.

      With the same sudden flash of light the excruciating pain returned. She grimaced and shifted her gaze back to her pupils, paranoid in case any had caught the exchange.

      Out of nowhere, a book fell from a shelf, crashing spectacularly to the floor. As one, the class, all eyes, sat bolt upright.

      ‘Back to work,’ Mairi snapped, picking up the book as bright sparks faded in her peripheral vision. It was a book of fairytales, one she’d not noticed before. She flicked through the pages: elaborate illustrations of dragons and princes, shadowy rooms and palace gardens passed through her fingertips. The book was intended for children much younger than those at the school, but the images struck her as too sinister for children of any age.

      Brian was still staring. With his athleticism and chiselled chin, he was a forty-something parody of the handsome prince from the page she held open. A confection of so-called masculinity, and one she was losing the taste for. Abruptly, he turned his back on her. Bemused, Mairi began moving towards the adjoining door when she heard a tapping.

      Rat-a-tat-tat.

      It sounded like a bird pecking on a window. An image flashed in her head: a magpie, tapping on a pane to wake the princess.

      Rat-a-tat-tat.

      The class hadn’t reacted – so maybe she was imagining it.

      Rat-a-tat-tat.

      Her head continued to throb, and she opened her satchel to look for some painkillers. As she did so, the classroom door edged open and the face of the Deputy Head – matronly and assertive – appeared. A finger beckoned Mairi over. Her instinct was to wave her away – Mrs Hawkins, I’ve a test going on. Can’t it wait? – but there was something insistent about the gesture.

      ‘A word, Miss Lomax.’

      Mairi’s heart missed a beat. She mentally scrolled through the various run-ins she’d had over the last few months with pupils, teachers, parents; the list was long and getting longer by the day. ‘Of course.’

      Brian was tuned in to their exchange, his green eyes with their defined eyelashes, following Mairi to the door. Mrs Hawkins gave her a searching glance before casting Brian a look that said it all: I’ve got your number.

      She took Mairi’s arm and drew her out into the corridor. ‘Miss Lomax, I’m sorry to disturb you but the rector would like to see you in her office.’

      ‘I’ll get Brian...’ she began.

      Mrs Hawkins raised an eyebrow.

      ‘Sorry, Mr Godwin,’ Mairi corrected herself, ‘to watch over my class.’

      ‘Don’t worry. I’ll look after them for now.’ Mrs Hawkins entered the classroom and crossed to the desk, heavy self-satisfied heels chattering against the floor, Mairi’s telling slip-up, safely filed away.

      Mairi followed her in. From next door, Brian mouthed, ‘What’s up?’  She shrugged, picked up her bag and left.

      

      Choosing the most direct route, Mairi headed towards the rear of the main building, to the maths corridor where the stench of disinfectant was overwhelming. It reminded her of when she was a pupil. Following the death of her mother, she was always the first to arrive at school. As she sat alone, the cleaners would shuffle around her, swabbing the floors with stringy mops which they dipped into buckets of fluorescent blue water.

      Keen to escape the smell, Mairi’s pace quickened. Ignoring the rows of tattered posters hanging from the walls, she reached the main stairwell which led to the senior management suite: a calm oasis of soft, corporate pastels and monochrome landscapes in sharp, metal frames.

      Mairi hesitated, considering what lame excuse she’d give for any perceived misdemeanour or infringement, then decided she couldn’t care less and knocked on the rector’s door.

      There was a brief pause before Mrs Sharma’s distinctive voice replied, ‘Come in.’

      The office was calm and shaded. To the left of a tastefully decorated Christmas tree, pots of straggly geraniums sat in front of a large picture window which overlooked the central atrium. Despite it being winter, the plants had squeezed out a smattering of scarlet flowers. The rector stood behind her desk, smiling stiffly as Mairi walked towards her. There was a smell of leaves, not geraniums or pine needles, but something else, something more pungent she couldn’t place. Her head throbbed again and she held the back of a chair to steady herself.

      ‘There’s a call, a personal call for you.’ Mrs Sharma touched Mairi’s hand as she passed over the receiver. ‘I’ll be next door if you need me.’

      Mairi watched her leave, perturbed by her gentle manner. She sat on the edge of the desk, staring down at the receiver in her palm before raising it to her ear. Who would call the school and not her mobile? She frowned. Hello? she tried to say but only managed the first syllable before being interrupted.

      ‘Mairi Lomax?’ The female voice was warm, caring, reticent. It paused before continuing, ‘You won’t… Well, you don’t know me – of course you don’t – that’s such a stupid thing to say.’ Again, there was a pause. ‘This is awful. I’m saying this all wrong.’ Another pause followed, longer this time, before a sharp intake of breath. ‘I’m a teacher on St Bridget’s Isle. I wasn’t around when you lived here.’

      The pain at Mairi’s temples intensified. It had been so long since anyone had said the name St Bridget’s Isle out loud; strange to think it had once been her entire world before she left as an eighteen-year-old girl. In the intervening years, she had done everything she could to avoid thinking about it.

      ‘My name’s Anna...’ The voice trailed off with a sob. ‘Sorry – I’m so sorry – I’m not making sense – this is too hard.’ She took another breath. ‘My name’s Anna Wilkinson.’

      The voice sounded sad, desperate even. ‘I’m sorry, but you’re not making sense. How can I help you?’

      ‘Your son – Joseph.’

      Her heart pounded. His name. Joseph. Buried deep within Mairi. Locked away. Never to be uttered.

      ‘I have terrible news. I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry. Your son… Joseph’s dead.’

      Sparks cascaded, consuming everything around her as Mairi’s head felt like it was being crushed between two muscular hands. Tight. Not letting go. The pain was fiercer than she’d ever experienced it before. A torrent of images flooded her mind: of her class applying themselves to the test; the sun on the blinds; Brian, his lustful gaze; Mrs Hawkins’s red-lipsticked mouth moving, exposing tiny, sharp teeth. All from moments earlier, but now it seemed like aeons ago, a different time.

      Mairi glanced up to catch her own reflection staring back from the window. She no longer recognised herself. Finally able to speak, the words which tripped from her mouth were stilted, alien. ‘Thank you for letting me know.’

      With no screams or wailing, only a numbness, she replaced the receiver. Hearing the office door open, she turned to face Mrs Sharma.

      ‘You poor thing. Is there anything I can do?’ she asked as Mairi pushed past.

      

      Rosina had finished the test early and was checking her answers. She couldn’t find a single mistake and was looking forward to getting top marks again. A quick glance to Jonny, she could see he was struggling, his mouth twisted in concentration. She smiled and tried to catch his eye.

      Deciding to open the blind for him she crossed to the window. Conscious she shouldn’t actually be out of her seat, she checked on Mrs Hawkins and Mr Godwin, who were chatting at the adjoining door. Deep in conversation, they were oblivious to her. With a confident tug, she pulled on the cord, sunlight spilling across the floor.

      In the distance, a figure in black caught her attention. Interrupting a game of football, the figure was running across the playing field, heading straight for the car park. Boys in strips were stepping back bemused, whilst others pointed excitedly. Rosina thought she recognised the person – it made no sense, but sure enough the figure was heading towards Miss Lomax’s car.

      ‘Mrs Hawkins?’ she said, pointing outside.

      Both Mrs Hawkins and Mr Godwin turned. By this time others were getting up from their seats, pressing their faces to the windows, squinting in the sun to see better.

      They watched together as Miss Lomax jumped into her car and reversed. They stood transfixed as the car, in one lurching, chaotic manoeuvre, spun around and, wheels screeching, sped out of the school gates and off into the distance.
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      Mairi’s head snapped up as the steering wheel juddered in her hands. A car overtook, its horn blaring, and her heart raced at the realisation she’d nodded off.

      Shaking herself awake, she switched on the air conditioning. A huge blast of air cooled her.

      The dashboard clock read 1.30pm; she’d been driving for over three hours non-stop.

      To the north, the sky had darkened over the busy dual-carriageway and rain was falling fast. Mairi turned on the radio, ramping up the volume. Static rasped through the speakers as she tuned into a station – a phone-in – something about women being the new breadwinners.

      ‘Call us now!’

      Laura from Coventry rang to say she’d never had to work her entire married life, but now her husband had left to go find himself. What should she do?

      Mairi’s focus returned to the car. There it was again – a sharp juddering through the steering wheel – the pull arrhythmic, mechanical. She drew breath and decelerated, pulling into the slow lane as a lorry threw a veil of spray across her windshield, masking the road ahead. As it cleared, a sign appeared: Doncaster 20 miles.

      The judder returned, more insistent this time. The engine’s power dissipated as each successive jolt sucked a little more speed from the engine. Mairi dropped to fourth gear, then third. The idea of stopping alone on the hard shoulder with the rain battering down was too much. She willed the car onwards.

      Keeping her eye on the road, Mairi reached over to her bag on the passenger seat. She fumbled past mirror, lipstick, gum, feeling for a stowaway, the single cigarette she’d overlooked for such an occasion. But nothing.

      The car behind flashed its headlights. She looked down – her speed was barely holding above forty-five. A van pulled out and careered past, the passenger gesticulating, his face a rictus of aggression. She’d have normally given him the finger, but he passed so quickly and her reactions were so slow that the moment came and went.

      At last, a signpost emerged, glowing in the gloom: Blyth Services 1 mile.

      Her thoughts drifted. Between the juddering deceleration of the car, the garbled voices on the radio and the soothing flow of air, a strange, comforting rhythm took hold. Amid her willing the car to make it and of her body gasping for one puff of a cigarette, a face assembled itself in her mind.

      Joseph?

      It was not the face of the tiny blond baby she’d left behind when he was a few months old. This face was older, almost a man, skin sallow like hers, the dark eyes familiar – fearful, wary, intelligent. Not quite a stranger.

      My son.

      A memory came flooding back – eighteen-years-old, holding her baby for the final time, her body shaking, tears flowing down her cheeks before gently placing him in his cot and closing the door for good.

      Did I cry all my tears for you then?

      Mairi turned off for the services, her car spluttering up the slip road. The car park was quiet and she grabbed a bay close to the main entrance. Reaching inside her bag, she cursed, realising she’d left her mobile in the top drawer of her desk at school. For several minutes, she sat, watching the rain fall on the windscreen as if she were trapped underwater. Icy drops continued to hammer on the roof as she waited for a break in the downpour. When it came, she jumped from her car and rushed towards the bright whiteness of the services. Amongst the shops and fast-food franchises, it took several minutes to locate a payphone.

      When she finally got through to roadside assistance, the operator was reassuring, telling her someone would be with her in approximately an hour’s time.

      Mairi clasped her ear tighter against the receiver, straining to hear above a screaming toddler. ‘And you’re sure?’

      ‘It’s been slow for a Tuesday, so you should be fine.’

      She made her way to the toilets, entering the furthest cubicle from the door. To her surprise, it was sparkling clean. With the door shut firmly shut, she put down the toilet seat, breathing in the sharp, lemon-scented air. She rested her head against the wall and waited, listening to the soothing hum of the hand-dryer, to disembodied footsteps and the sound of water running.

      She wished she’d spoken to Brian before leaving, to explain what had happened, where she was going, what she needed to do. But they’d been arguing so much recently Mairi wasn’t sure he would care. He’d shown little patience around how Sister Eleni’s death had affected her.

      It was purely by chance she’d seen the obituary in a newspaper left open in the school staffroom. Normally, she wouldn’t read them, but the familiar name caught her eye: Sister Eleni Xenakis. The notice said she’d died at the age of eighty-seven after a short illness and gave the time and place of her funeral. Brian had sulked at the prospect of having to cancel their plans. ‘Why go,’ he’d asked, ‘if you haven’t seen this woman since you were eighteen? Christ, that’s a lifetime ago.’

      Mairi had tried to explain something of her connection to Sister Eleni, the complexity of their relationship, but he wasn’t interested.

      ‘Can’t you send a card, some flowers?’ he’d said. ‘It’s not like she’ll know.’ Mairi was left with the impression he was more concerned about missing out on their regular Wednesday session, planned around his wife’s weekly trip to Manchester for work.

      Her head was pounding again. The smell of toilet cleaner was suffocating, too intense, like acid stripping the lining from her nostrils. As she stood, the flash of light was sudden, much stronger than before. Her legs gave way. With arms outstretched, she caught herself against the thin, partition walls and instinctively leaned forward, gritting her teeth. Breathing erratically, she realised she’d bitten the side of her tongue. The taste of blood was oddly comforting, but the respite short-lived as she braced herself against another spasm of pain.

      

      She had first met Sister Eleni minutes after stepping off the night bus at Victoria Coach Station. It was 2006. A teenage mother, she’d run away from home, leaving her baby behind. Barely holding onto her sanity since his birth, it was the only solution. With no support from the baby’s father, and disdain from her own, what else could she do?

      Overwhelmed by the scale and noise of the station, Mairi had arrived in the ticket hall and sat on the first available seat, unsure of what to do next. Amidst the chaos and grubbiness, the constant flow of buses and people, and the backdrop of threatening-looking men and rough sleepers, Sister Eleni could be easily missed. A tiny lady of indeterminate age in a badly-fitted grey smock and sporting a pair of thick-rimmed glasses, there was nonetheless something magnetic about her. She’d walked directly towards Mairi, leaned forward, and in a heavy Mediterranean accent, murmured, ‘My dear, do you need a friend?’

      Mairi recoiled. ‘Sorry, I don’t understand.’

      ‘Let me rephrase. You look like you need a friend.’ She’d stretched out her hand. ‘I’m Sister Eleni.’

      She then waited until Mairi, embarrassed, had offered her own, ‘Eh, nice to meet you, but I’m fine. Honestly.’

      ‘Did you sleep on the bus? I never can. Hurts my back too much.’

      Mairi’s eyes swept the surroundings, searching for an escape route, but the slight woman in front of her was managing to block all potential paths.

      ‘Come, follow me,’ she beckoned.

      Mairi had remained rooted to the spot, staring at her, worrying what might happen if she refused. ‘I’m okay here.’

      Sister Eleni’s stance was rock-solid – she showed no signs of moving. ‘You might think you are, my dear, but believe me, you are sadly mistaken. At least let me walk you out of this snake-pit.’

      Mairi looked around at the debris, at the litter and human casualties: the women begging, the young boy picking up cigarette butts from the ground, whilst all around groups of men loitered.

      ‘What’s it to be?’ Sister Eleni tilted her arms either side of her, offering both options. ‘Them or me?’

      Mairi had reluctantly given in.

      Rather than taking her outside, Sister Eleni manoeuvred her towards a food kiosk where she insisted on buying her a cup of tea and some sweets.

      ‘Choose whatever you like,’ she’d instructed, her slender fingers skirting over the coloured wrappers. ‘Those ones are good. And those.’ In the end she picked up a handful. ‘Why don’t we take them all? What d’you think?’

      Mairi shrugged; she didn’t like sweets that much but was too polite to say.

      After paying, Sister Eleni had escorted her to a bench away from the crowds. ‘So, tell me,’ she asked, ‘why London?’

      Unsure how to reply, Mairi placed her hands around the warmth of the cup. ‘I dunno.’ The thought of telling her about abandoning her baby crossed her mind, but the woman was a stranger. She would immediately condemn her. Probably tell the police. And they’d force her to return.

      ‘Because that’s where every runaway comes? Bright lights, big city?’

      Mairi said nothing but instead concentrated on sipping from the lip of the polystyrene cup.

      ‘Got stars in your eyes?’

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘Got someone here? A boy maybe?’

      Mairi had hesitated. There was someone, but that was now in the past. She shook her head.

      ‘So, you are alone?’

      Mairi shrugged her shoulders.

      ‘My dear, you do know this place isn’t safe? You are what? Sixteen?’

      ‘Eighteen,’ she corrected. This was the truth, but from the look on Sister Eleni’s face, she didn’t believe her.

      ‘You look a lot younger, and that makes it much worse for you.’

      ‘I can handle myself.’

      Sister Eleni harrumphed. ‘Can you? Let’s say you’re lucky I got to you before any of them. See him?’ She pointed at a skinny guy with long, greasy hair. ‘He would offer you money, a place to sleep, and before you know it, there’d be a queue of men waiting to have their wicked way with you. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t judge. Some go willingly. Girls who think that’s all they’re worth. Girls who don’t see my friendly smile, only the way I’m dressed, and want nothing to do with me.’

      Mairi stared more closely at what she now recognised as a nun’s robes. She stared particularly at the vibrant cloth pouch embroidered with a cross pinned to her chest.

      Sister Eleni followed her gaze. ‘Don’t worry, I am no longer a nun, but I still believe in the goodness of people and pray for them to make the best choices for themselves.’ She chuckled, unpinned the pouch and handed it to her. ‘In Greek, my dear, we call this a filakto. Inside are pieces of scripture, some soil from the island where I was born, and a few other mementos of my past.’

      Mairi turned the pouch over in her hands. It was light and had been meticulously crafted. ‘It’s pretty. What’s it for?’

      ‘To ward off evil.’ She took it back and re-pinned it to her chest. ‘Don’t worry, my dear, I am not here to carry you off to a convent. Nowadays, I run a small hostel in Kennington. Three bedrooms in total and a lovely living room with a kitchen. It’s safe and it’s free. Girls come and go. Thirty minutes on the tube from here. What do you think?’

      Mairi began collecting her things, rising from the chair, mumbling, ‘No thanks.’

      Sister Eleni delved into a pocket, bringing out a purse made of the same heavy, grey fabric as her robes. ‘Fifty pounds. Take it. It’s yours. Go over to that office and buy yourself a ticket straight back to wherever you came from.’

      Mairi glanced down at the money, wondering if she could snatch it and run off. ‘No. I don’t want to.’

      ‘Then I shall take you over myself.’

      ‘I said no,’ Mairi insisted, looking again for an escape route.

      Sister Eleni placed the money back in the purse and snapped it shut. ‘So, tell me, where will you sleep tonight? Because you won’t last long out here. Look at you, you’re skin and bones. When was the last time you ate something proper?’

      ‘I had a sandwich.’

      ‘When?’

      ‘Last night.’

      Sister Eleni scoffed. ‘Let me feed you at least. There’s soup back at mine. I made it myself – it’s good, wholesome. And if you don’t like what you see, then you’re free to go. Promise. Cross my heart and hope to die. There’s no way I would keep you against your will. I wouldn’t dream of doing that. But it’s either me, him over there, or I put you on a bus back home.’

      Mairi searched for an excuse and noticed a sign in the distance. ‘I need the toilet.’

      ‘You’re not getting away that easily. Here, I’m coming with you.’ She reached out and took her arm.

      Mairi resented this familiarity and pulled back. ‘I’m sorry, and I don’t mean to be rude, but I’d rather go on my own.’ She pushed her hands deep into her pockets, avoiding Sister Eleni’s gaze.

      ‘Why? Do I scare you?’

      ‘To be honest, yes.’

      Sister Eleni let out a cackle that seemed to fill the bus station. ‘Dear, it’s not me who’s the monster round here. Deep down, you know that’s the truth.’

      A man caught Mairi’s eye and held her gaze a little too long. Perhaps this woman, strange as she seemed, was right.

      Together, they’d ventured downstairs, Sister Eleni paying for them both to enter through the turnstile. ‘I shall wait for you here,’ she said.

      ‘But I won’t be able to go.’ Mairi blushed. ‘I don’t like people listening.’

      ‘Then I will stand further back.’ She took a few steps backwards. ‘Is here far enough? Any further, I’ll be on a bus back to Athens.’

      ‘No, there’s fine.’

      As Mairi entered the cubicle and closed the door she began to shake. From fear, nerves, from not knowing, for the life she’d left behind, for every wretched time she’d been made to feel like nothing and from the terrifying lady who wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      Ten minutes later, when she finally opened the cubicle door, Sister Eleni was still standing on the same spot. Convinced she’d follow her wherever she went, Mairi crossed to wash her hands. ‘Okay, I’ll come. But just for tonight.’

      Sister Eleni smiled. ‘Good. You won’t regret it.’

      ‘I’ll find somewhere else tomorrow.’

      ‘Fine by me. Though I must tell you something important.’ She leaned in closer.

      ‘What?’ Her tone worried Mairi.

      ‘My mission is to protect girls like yourself, lost souls every one of you. That’s my purpose here on earth, and by God, every day of my life I make sure I do my bit. You’ll come round, wait and see.’

      To the rhythm of Sister Eleni’s talk, they’d left the bus station. As Mairi walked by her side, a voice whispered, ‘Run.’ But instead of listening, Mairi edged closer and strode off into the unknown.

      

      Mairi’s body shook as she held firm against the door of the service station toilet, tears streaming down her cheeks. She clenched her teeth, afraid this time she might lose control. As lights continued to flash around her, she crouched down and tightly closed her eyes.

      An image, the face of her baby, engulfed her, his little mouth screaming as she turned from him.

      After a few minutes, the pain dissipated and Mairi righted herself. Drained, she opened her eyes and sat on the toilet seat, taking one breath, then another. She listened to a mother helping her little girl at the sink. Their conversation filled the space – where they were going, how long it would take, who they were going to see. She continued to listen as their footsteps walked away, the little girl excited, chattering the whole time.

      Mairi stood and opened the door. What was she thinking? She couldn’t travel back to St Bridget’s Isle. The time to do that had long since passed, and returning under such dreadful circumstances was wrong, misguided. If she turned around, headed back to London, she could be home by tea-time.

      At the sink, she splashed water on her face and smoothed her hair, avoiding looking in the mirror, fearful of seeing her reflection. Out of nowhere, her shoulders convulsed again and she gripped the countertop, her knuckles rattling against the sink, resisting the pain, but this time there was no flash of light.

      From the left, someone spoke; it was the voice she’d heard minutes before.

      ‘Are you okay?’ The mother picked up a plastic doll which had been left by the sink and handed it back to her daughter. ‘You don’t look well.’

      Mairi stood back, muttering, ‘Yes, yes, I’m fine.’

      ‘You sure?’

      ‘I said so, didn’t I?’ she snapped. Immediately, she regretted her tone. From the shock on the little girl’s face, it seemed as if she’d never seen anyone so angry. ‘I’m sorry⁠—’

      Without letting her finish, the woman grabbed her child’s hand and rushed her out.

      Mairi forced herself to look in the mirror. Embarrassed by her outburst, her face was scarlet. However, the shaking, as suddenly as it had started, had stopped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Mairi put the cheap mobile and the cigarettes she’d bought into her bag and watched from the service station foyer as the mechanic worked on her car. The sky was black with storm clouds and the rain, torrential again, was bouncing off his yellow waterproofs. A large torch he’d balanced on the edge of the engine bay lit his face. Raising his head, he squinted in her direction as if to say, ‘You some kind of time waster?’

      As she was about to join him, he dropped the bonnet with an emphatic thud and walked towards the entrance. Mairi held the door open for him, hoping he’d fixed the problem, but he remained under the entrance canopy, so she stepped outside, the cold air hitting her.

      ‘I’m proper stumped. I don’t know what the issue is. I’ve run all my diagnostics and I can’t find any problem. Maybe something temporarily blocked the grill, a plastic bag perhaps, but then it would have overheated. Anyway, the rest seems to have done her some good.’ He offered Mairi his clipboard. ‘If I could get a signature from you here and here.’

      She scribbled her name.

      ‘Got far to go?’ he asked.

      ‘No,’ she lied.

      ‘A juddering sound, you reckoned?’

      ‘It was a sensation, a definite sensation, like metal grinding against metal.’ She looked him straight in the eye. ‘I felt it.’

      ‘Well, like I say, I’ve checked her over and she’s running fine. Maybe check her into a garage if you get the chance, for a closer look.’ A smile flickered at the corner of his mouth, then he winked.

      ‘I will.’ She disliked his faux chumminess and handed back the clipboard.

      He passed her the car key. ‘Drive carefully now.’

      Watching him go, she dumped her half-drunk coffee in a bin and lit a cigarette, inhaling deeply. The rush of nicotine cleared her head. She exhaled and closed her eyes, enjoying the quiet, before taking another drag.

      Boom! Boom! Boom!

      The shock of the sound was immediate. As she threw her hands to her ears, Mairi dropped her cigarette.

      Music blared from her car stereo, a crazy sequence of sounds repeating themselves. The windscreen lit up with a sudden burst of light, revealing a shadow, as though someone was sitting in the driver’s seat. Her first thought was the mechanic, but with the second burst of light she realised it was someone she knew. The veins on her temple pulsed. ‘Mum?’ she gasped, confused by the impossibility of what she was seeing.

      The volume increased as Mairi rushed through the pouring rain towards the car. Its headlights pulsed, blinding her. As she reached for the door handle, the sound cut out.

      Inside, the car was empty.

      She turned to check if anyone else had witnessed what had happened, but the car park was deserted. Soaking wet, she slumped into the driver’s seat as her head throbbed once more. The sting of white light filled her vision with shapes and figures she couldn’t quite identify. She put a hand to her temple, trying to force the pain out, resisting the urge to scream.

      With a jolt, a blur of horrifying images came into focus; ones she’d seen many times before.

      Night time.

      Her mother lying at the foot of a tree. A child’s hand, pale and tiny – her own – clinging onto cold flesh.

      It was a sign. Deep down, however difficult it might be, she had to return to St Bridget’s Isle. She couldn’t run any longer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          ANNA WILKINSON

          ST BRIDGET’S ISLE

        

      

    

    
      Anna sat as pupils and staff took their places in the assembly hall. Ahead of his funeral, a celebration of Joseph’s life had been quickly arranged. The decision was hasty, but from her experience, St Bridget’s Isle had its own particular way of doing things. Sighing, she stared at the ceiling: the heavy roof beams and cheerless green panelling did not shout celebration, and the two girls in the front row bickering over a phone only reinforced the feeling.

      Flora Campbell, the headteacher, dressed in a prim tartan skirt suit, took to the stage, and in her usual theatrical tone announced, ‘We are all gathered here today to share our deepest sadness at the loss of one of our brightest former pupils. Joseph Lomax was...’ Unable to get the words out, her voice broke and she turned for support to her deputy, her twin brother, Stuart Campbell. Anna had always thought he behaved more like a doting husband than a brother.

      At the sight of the headteacher’s tears, the room shifted uncomfortably, as pupils and staff alike focused on the floor, the walls, the rain hitting the skylights, anything but Ms Campbell’s histrionics. After a few seconds snivelling, she gathered the strength to continue. ‘I’m so sorry. Forgive me. Seonaid Macdonald will now read Shores by Sorley MacLean.’ On cue, Seonaid shuffled on stage, gripping a sheet of paper.

      It had been two weeks since Joseph’s death. In that time he’d barely been mentioned, then out of nowhere this event was announced. Though she wasn’t consulted, the assembly room walls had been lined with an entire exhibition of Joseph’s photography and a whole programme of readings, speeches, and songs arranged. It was all too much. She couldn’t mourn in the company of these hypocrites.

      As the school pipe band stomped onto the stage, Anna discreetly made her way to the back of the hall and stepped outside into the corridor. She stood by the women’s loos, chewing her bottom lip. Since the news, time had passed in a haze. She’d hardly slept and when she did, nightmares forced her awake, Joseph’s name on the tip of her tongue.

      She leaned against the wall and stared blankly outside, considering whether anyone would notice if she left. But the first stirrings of the pipe band erupting into Going Home shook her back to reality.

      ‘So, you’re the new art teacher?’ Joseph had asked that first day three years ago, marching up to her desk, so close his breath felt warm against her skin.

      ‘Please take your seat.’

      ‘Hope you’re better than the last eejit.’ He’d laughed, high fiving a few latecomers, who appeared to bask in his attention. ‘I’ve a hunch you will be.’

      ‘The class is about to start. So, if you could…’ Anna had waited, staring him down. He’d smiled before walking to his seat.

      ‘I’ll have to show you around the island, Miss,’ he’d beamed. ‘We don’t want any incomers getting lost, do we?’

      ‘I’m perfectly capable of reading a map, thank you.’

      ‘All the wee nooks and crannies. You won’t find those on a map. We could go now. Why are we wasting our time with a boring still life? It’s out there that matters.’ He’d winked at her. From anyone else his over-familiarity would have been inappropriate, creepy even, but Joseph, a sixteen-year-old boy, only six years younger than her, carried it off with an easy charm.

      And so it continued. On the days Anna was missing home, he’d catch her eye and, as though reading her thoughts, he’d ask, ‘Miss, you doing okay there? We don’t want you getting upset cos you’re all alone here on the island. We’ll look after you. Promise.’

      Disarmed, she would smile, and this would in turn elicit a smile in return. To have to accept that all of that kindness, all the sweetness and joy he brought, was gone forever was impossible to fathom.

      Anna watched the hall empty before stepping back inside. The tributes were over, and the real star of the show, Ms Campbell, had been sated, soothed and fawned over. Had everyone forgotten how often Joseph clashed with her, railing against her strict rules and Calvinist values? Most Fridays after school, he’d be found in detention, penalised for the most minor of misdemeanours, Ms Campbell determined to make an example of him.

      Nursing a sense of dread, Anna collapsed into a seat, aghast at the thought of Joseph’s body returning, at the grief to come. She lowered her head and whispered a prayer. ‘Please Lord, look after his soul. I beg you. Whatever his sins, please forgive him.’

      She jumped as a hand touched her shoulder. Flora Campbell – red-eyed and solemn, ever the leading lady – was looking down at her.

      ‘I’d no idea you were a believer,’ she said.

      ‘I’m not.’ Anna felt a tinge of glee at her emphatic response. She stood.

      ‘I’ve been looking for you everywhere. There’s a phone call – you need to take it.’

      Although irritated by her insistence, Anna supposed it must be important. ‘Did you ask for their name?’

      ‘It’s that woman,’ Flora hissed. ‘The mother.’

      Anna had taken a risk. She hadn’t known the full story; even Joseph didn’t seem to know. For whatever reason, the topic was off limits with the locals but still, Anna knew Mairi Lomax existed – somewhere.

      ‘London,’ Joseph had told her after the senior art club one afternoon. ‘She’s got a Facebook page from 2010 with one follower, but I delved deeper. She’s a teacher, like you.’

      ‘How do you know all this?’

      ‘You might not have heard of it miss; it’s called the internet.’

      ‘Very funny.’

      He’d tapped the side of his nose. ‘But don’t worry, she’ll be getting a surprise visit soon enough.’

      ‘You know where she lives? Are you sure you want to turn up unannounced?’ Anna felt protective of anything that might harm him.

      ‘She owes me an explanation.’

      ‘I know it’s hard to hear, but I’m sure she’d good reasons for leaving.’

      Joseph hadn’t been ready to listen. Instead, he’d stepped away, throwing his backpack over his shoulder. ‘Like I said, she’ll be getting a visit soon enough,’ he’d called back.

      On that dreadful afternoon a fortnight ago, Flora Campbell had gathered the staff together. Anna couldn’t bear to hear the details – fell from a building – killed instantly. The words were too much, too painful. She’d blocked out all thoughts of Joseph lying broken on the hard ground. Instead, she’d forced a different thought into her head, which quickly crystallised. I need to tell his mother. From his increasingly sporadic messages on Snapchat, she suspected he had shied away from his threat to contact her.

      When Anna reached the headmistress’s office, Mairi’s voice seemed calm and businesslike on the other end of the line. ‘Your call this morning took me by surprise. The funeral – is someone making arrangements?’

      ‘Your father’s organising everything.’

      A long pause made Anna nervous. She was about to fill the silence when Mairi spoke again. ‘And it’s when exactly?’

      ‘On Thursday at noon.’ Anna’s mind spun. She needed to explain why’d she’d initially called. ‘I hope you didn’t mind my intrusion. I thought, well, I didn’t think, I thought you’d want to know?’ She could hear Mairi breathing and again she felt a compulsion to fill the silence. ‘If you’ve nowhere to stay, I could put you up at my cottage. It’s small but it’s⁠—’

      She didn’t get the chance to finish her sentence as Mairi cut across her. ‘I’ll sort something out myself.’

      The line went dead; no attempt at a goodbye. Tears welled in her eyes. Anna leaned against the wall and sobbed, releasing all the pain at losing Joseph. She knew the Campbell twins were listening from the adjoining room, but she was past caring.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          MAIRI

        

      

    

    
      The long drive north into Scotland was a journey into darkness.

      Crossing the border, the rain had turned to sleet, then flurries of snow. Hours later, at Fort William, a raging snowstorm set in. Illuminated by only the car’s headlights the road unfolded, a fixed white path leading Mairi ever onwards.

      At some point, after the blizzard had passed, she stopped at a petrol station. It was isolated, a neon oasis in the endless black of night. She refilled her tank and took a short walk in the snow to stretch her legs. Beside a bin-shed, she lit up, taking time to stare out at the shadowy mountains rising around her, noticing how the curves and crags merged with the night sky. Tossing her cigarette to one side, she breathed deeply – the air was sharp with ice. It invigorated her, was intoxicating compared to the leaden, suffocating air of London.

      She rubbed her eyes. Tears for Joseph had so far eluded her. Part of her mind said none of this was real, the phone call hadn’t taken place. But however much she wanted to believe this, she knew it wasn’t true. The time of denying his birth, denying his need for her, of abandoning him, was over.

      Mairi drove on, the hum of her tyres marking the passing miles. A long sliver of silver signalled her emergence from Glen Shiel. Ahead, Loch Duich opened up, the mass of Eilean Donan Castle a brooding gateway to the sea beyond. She skirted the edge of Loch Alsh and crossed the bridge onto Skye before plunging into darkness once again as she traversed the island, heading for the ferry terminal at Uig.

      An hour later, she was descending towards the tiny bay and its pier, panic rising in her chest.

      As she made her final approach, she imagined her younger self almost twenty years ago passing in the opposite direction fleeing to London. A teenage girl alone and confused, whispering under her breath, ‘Don’t look back.’

      
      Nothing had prepared her for the absolute emptiness of that first night in Sister Eleni’s compact flat, perched on the edge of a dreary, uniform estate. Care had been taken to make her room homely, with bright curtains and photographs of a much younger Sister Eleni, but to Mairi it appeared like a cell. Lying sleepless beneath a thin sheet she’d felt like her life was over.

      That night she’d dreamt of rocking Joseph to sleep, the soft words of a lullaby finally sending him off; so natural, and how she’d always wanted it to be. Soon, however, his imagined cries woke her and she lay awake for hours, drenched in sweat.

      The next morning, she was greeted by a bowl of thick porridge drizzled with honey and a plate of buttered toast. It was laid out on a small table beside a window which overlooked the concrete and brick deck from which all the flats were accessed. Although starving, Mairi pushed the bowl aside, the food untouched.

      ‘Not hungry?’ Sister Eleni stood by the table, her petite frame swamped by the shapeless robe she’d worn at the station. Rosary beads in hand, her fingers deftly sifted through them before she tilted her head and asked, ‘Have you decided what you want to do?’

      Mairi shrugged, fearful of the question – of her answer – of the help being offered. ‘I’ll think of something.’

      ‘When?’ She waited. ‘Look at me, my dear.’

      Mairi shrugged again.

      Sister Eleni swept over to the counter and switched off the radio which had been playing upbeat Country and Western music. She curled the rosary beads around her knuckles. ‘Now, here is the problem, and I do hate saying this, but I must. You don’t look too good.’

      Mairi’s gaze fell to the floor.

      ‘I see lots of young girls who have run away from troubled lives, for some it’s justified, for others it’s a cry for help. Attention seekers. Some, like you, don’t know what’s good for them, don’t know a gift horse when they see one.’ Sister Eleni sat down beside Mairi. ‘When was the last time you took a long hard look at yourself, my dear?’

      ‘In the mirror?’

      ‘No,’ she laughed, ‘I’m not talking about how you look on the outside. But yes, you could be looking after yourself a little better, a pretty girl like you. No, what I’m talking about is the inside. I sense you’ve been through a tough time.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘But seriously? I want to know what’s happening in here?’ She tapped the side of her head.

      For the first time Mairi studied Sister Eleni. She’d kind eyes, but her cheeks were hollow, giving her a gaunt appearance at odds with her cheerful demeanour. It was a revelation anyone could speak with such care, would want to know what she thought. It reminded her of the crazy, roller-coaster conversations she’d once had with her mother when she was very young, before everything changed.

      ‘And you’re eighteen,’ said Sister Eleni. ‘Right?’

      ‘I’ll soon be nineteen.’

      ‘Yet, you seem so sad. It’s like you’ve lived ten lives and every one of them have been as tough as the last.’ She reached across and placed her fingertips on Mairi’s forehead. ‘What’s happened to you? Someone’s hurt you. Someone you loved? Mum? Dad? Did they do this to you?’

      The mention of her parents was a step too far. Mairi pulled back from Sister Eleni’s touch.

      ‘If you were my daughter, I’d be worried. I’d be so concerned I wouldn’t let you from my sight for one second. You don’t think you should tell them where you are?’

      Mairi stared out the window and chewed her thumbnail, unwilling to admit why she’d left, unwilling to reveal she’d abandoned her son.

      ‘There are times, my dear, when I see deep into someone’s soul. It’s what being a nun taught me, and I haven’t lost the gift, even though I left my order in Athens many years ago.’ She touched the cloth pouch pinned to her chest. ‘And I see you, sitting here in front of me, and what I see – and I am sorry to say it – is one big black hole.’

      Mairi’s shoulders sagged, then her chest heaved. Every tear she’d failed to cry, every emotion she’d never dealt with, every hug or word of warmth she’d been denied in her life was there – a lifetime of fury and betrayal, deceit and distortion. She lurched forward onto the table, cups and plates crashing around her as Sister Eleni took her in her arms and held her tight.

      
      By the time Mairi parked at the water’s edge in Uig, it was after midnight. Stepping from the car into the sodium glow of the harbour lights, the smell of the sea embraced her. It felt more than familiar, as if she was returning to herself.

      The scattered houses, the lapping of the waves, the arc of the night sky were all exactly as she’d left them, wrapped up and waiting for her to come back. Though she’d only made the crossing twice – once as a child with her mother, another on the night she’d finally left for good – this place was etched in her mind, had haunted her thoughts and dreams.

      In the boot of the car, she found a mildewed cagoule of Brian’s, a souvenir from their dirty weekend in a soggy Hastings the previous autumn. Pulling it on, she walked out onto the pier. The sound of the sea and the boats moving gently against their moorings was reassuring. Now she was back, it seemed absurd this should have been the landscape of countless nightmares.

      Exhausted, she perched on a low, metal barrier. The gentlest breeze whispered against her cheek, drawing a loose strand of hair from her face. Only then did she notice the lone figure standing several yards away, staring out to sea. Slight and dressed head to foot in black, he almost disappeared into the night. Pensive, soundless, he barely moved.

      As she stood, he turned, his face hidden. Mairi winced in pain as a light flashed before her eyes, obscuring him. At the same time the screech of a gull pierced her ears. In a split second, the figure seemed to be before her, not a man at all but a shadow come to life, cornering her, surrounding her.

      
      ‘Don’t!’ Mairi screamed, pushing the bed covers from her body.

      ‘Mairi, look at me. It’s just a nightmare.’ Sister Eleni’s methods had worked as a reassurance initially, but not anymore.

      ‘Get away!’

      ‘Tap three times,’ she said. ‘Here. Against my chest.’

      Mairi’s hands were shaking. ‘It’s no good.’

      ‘Trust me.’ Sister Eleni took her hands and placed them against the cloth pouch. ‘Rat-a-tat-tat. There you go. Then repeat till it stops. No, like this. You have to persevere.’

      A week of night terrors had followed the same pattern. ‘I’m scared,’ Mairi cried.

      ‘Concentrate,’ Sister Eleni told her. ‘Tap. Now again. Keep tapping. Rat-a-tat-tat. Like a drum. Use your fingers, that’s it. Concentrate.’

      Mairi’s instinct was to resist Sister Eleni’s ever-tightening grip.

      ‘You’re safe. Trust me. Rat-a-tat-tat. Say it with me, my dear. I’m safe. Say it.’

      Mairi banged her hand against her head. ‘But I’m not. You don’t understand. It’s inside me. There’s no escape.’

      ‘Come on now, don’t be silly. Tap. Rat-a-tat-tat. Gently. In time with your heartbeat. Rat-a-tat-tat. Better?’

      Trying to break free from Sister Eleni, Mairi shook her head. ‘It’s pointless.’

      
      Rat-a-tat-tat.

      Mairi woke to a round, cheerless woman staring through the misted car window. Confused, she sat up and glanced around. The shadow of the man who’d engulfed her was nowhere to be seen.

      Rat-a-tat-tat came the sound again.

      The face was mouthing words and pointing off to the left. Mairi raised herself from the makeshift bed she’d created across the back seats. She rolled down the window and the dawn air rushed in.

      ‘You’ll need a ticket,’ the woman said as soon as the gap was wide enough.

      ‘A ticket?’

      ‘If you’re getting onto the ferry. It’s leaving in half an hour; they’re about to start boarding.’

      Mairi tried to collect her thoughts. It came back in fits and stops, the phone call at the school, the vision of her mother in her car, the endless drive through falling snow. But the woman in the hi-vis vest was impatient, insistent, her head practically inside the car. She had the familiar look of an islander – she could have been a neighbour, a cousin even. It was a look Mairi had never been able to discern in herself.

      ‘Are you hearing me? The ferry won’t wait. Get a ticket if you’re crossing.’

      Mairi’s body sparked back into life.

      
      There was no room for error as she drove on board – the deckhand motioned her forward as the vast drum of the car deck boomed. Mairi parked behind a lorry and pulled on the handbrake. At one of the exits she saw a young family following a sign to the upper decks.

      After exiting the car, she stepped from behind the lorry. It took a few seconds for her to comprehend what lay before her: a tableau, as if created for her benefit alone. Located towards the prow sat a hearse with a coffin inside. And inside, she knew for certain, was the body of her son Joseph.

      Her heart pounded as she walked towards it, towards him, sensing the eyes of the deckhand drilling into her.

      Boom!

      She flinched as another car entered the deck.

      Gazing past
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