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For the women who stayed.

‘The sea gives nothing back that it means to keep.’
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Some towns bury their dead quietly. Duncarrow has never managed that.

When Mara Gillan returns to the Scottish coastal town she spent her adolescence escaping, she comes with nothing: no degree, no plan, no version of herself she can stand behind. Her aunt Catriona offers a room and a job in the family funeral home, and Mara accepts because she has no other option.

But the dead arriving in Duncarrow are not arriving cleanly.

Salt beneath the fingernails. Black water in the lungs. Skin worn to the texture of tidewater stone. The causes of death are listed as cardiac, respiratory, ordinary. The paperwork is in order. The town says very little. And Catriona, who has run the funeral home with cold precision for thirty years, dismisses every question too quickly for the dismissal to be honest.

What Mara uncovers, slowly and at close quarters, is older than the town and stranger than anything the official record will admit: a long arrangement between five coastal families and the sea they have fished for centuries, a pattern of deaths that returns in clusters across generations, and a function her own family has performed in this building since before the records reach.

Someone has always prepared the dead. Someone has always kept the record. Someone has always stood in the preparation room with what the sea sends back and not looked away.

Now it is her turn.

Salt for the Dying is a novel about grief, inheritance, and the particular courage required to remain. It is about the women who stayed when leaving was possible, and the ones who left and were called back anyway. It is about what we owe the dead, and what the dead, in certain places, continue to require of the living.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE RETURN
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The bus came in at half past four, when the light was already failing. Mara watched the town appear through the rain-streaked window the way you watch something you had promised yourself you would never see again: with a tight chest and a very careful expression, as though the face you wore might be the only thing protecting you.

Duncarrow looked smaller. That was the first thing. She had remembered it as oppressive, as something large and grey pressing down on everything inside it, but from the road it looked simply weathered, a clutch of stone buildings at the edge of the land, the harbour wall black with wet, the sea beyond it the colour of old pewter. Ordinary, almost. The kind of place that looked, from a distance, like somewhere nothing much had ever happened.

She knew better.

The bus stopped at the square. The square was not really a square: it was a widening of the main road between the post office and the pub, both of which had the hunched, low-shouldered look of buildings that had stood too long in bad weather. One other passenger got off with her, a man in his sixties with a carrier bag and mud on his boots, who walked away without looking at her. The bus pulled out. The square was quiet.

Mara stood with her rucksack and her smaller bag and looked at the town.

She was twenty-two years old. She had one year of a literature degree, abandoned. She had thirty-eight pounds in her account and a debit card that occasionally declined out of spite. She had no job and no prospects and no bedroom anywhere in the world that she could call hers except the one her Aunt Catriona had offered over the phone in a voice that made it sound less like charity and more like a business arrangement neither of them was entirely comfortable with.

She started walking.

The streets smelled of salt and diesel and something older beneath both, a damp mineral smell that she had carried in her memory for three years without knowing it. The sea was everywhere here, not just visible but present, worked into the stone, into the air, into the particular quality of the cold. Duncarrow did not face the sea the way that prettier coastal towns did, with promenades and painted railings and ice cream. It sat beside it the way a person sits beside someone they have reason to fear and cannot leave.

She passed the church, the hardware shop, two houses with the blinds drawn. She passed a woman walking a dog who looked at her for a moment too long, the way people looked at you in a place where everyone's face was stored and yours had been gone for some time.

Turn left at the war memorial. Along the lane past the fish merchant, whose sign needed repainting. The lane narrowed. The buildings on either side were stone and old, their windows small, their facades as closed-off as crossed arms.

She came to the end of the lane and stopped outside Catriona's house.

It was three buildings in one, really: the house proper, the preparation room to one side of it, and the old carriage-house behind that served as the garage and storage and occasionally overflow when the preparation room was full. Together they formed an L-shape against the lane, and above the front door a small rectangular sign read: C. GILLAN, FUNERAL DIRECTOR AND EMBALMER. Licensed by the National Association of Funeral Directors. Established 1967.

Mara had grown up knowing that her aunt prepared the dead. It had seemed normal once. She had played in the garden behind this building as a child, and if the building had a different quality to other buildings, she had absorbed that difference without naming it. She had not named it until she was about nine, when a girl at school had asked her what her aunt did, and Mara had said it plainly, and the girl's face had changed.

She knocked.

She heard footsteps, measured and unhurried. Then the door opened.

Catriona was sixty-one and looked it without apology. She was tall, not as tall as Mara remembered but still upright in the way of women who had decided some time ago not to stoop. Her hair was white now, cut close, and her face was the face of a woman who had looked at difficult things for a long time without flinching. She wore a dark cardigan over dark trousers and a pair of reading glasses pushed up on her head, and she looked at Mara with an expression that was not warm and was not cold and was somehow harder to read than either.

"You're thinner," she said.

"Hello," Mara said.

A pause. The rain fell softly in the lane behind her.

"Come in, then," Catriona said, and stepped back.

The house smelled of beeswax polish and something faintly chemical beneath it. Mara knew that smell. She had known it all her life without ever being able to say precisely what it was, only that it was the smell of this house and no other, the smell of a place where things were managed carefully.

Catriona showed her the room without ceremony. It was on the first floor at the back, small and clean, with a single bed and a wardrobe and a window that looked out over the old garden wall to a strip of open ground and beyond that, the sea. The curtains were dark green and heavy. The bed was made with hospital corners. A small radiator ticked on the far wall.

"Towels are in the airing cupboard," Catriona said. "We eat at seven. I don't cook to order."

"That's fine."

"We'll talk about your hours tomorrow. I need help with the administration as much as anything. There's also preparation, if you're willing. I'll teach you what's needed."

Mara said nothing.

Catriona looked at her. "You don't have to be here," she said. "I made the offer. You accepted it. That's the end of the sentiment."

"I understand," Mara said.

After her aunt left, Mara sat on the edge of the bed and listened to the house. It made the sounds that old buildings make, settling sounds, creak and shift, the low voice of a structure that had stood long enough to have its own language. Somewhere underneath the house sounds was something else, not a sound exactly, more a quality of silence, a weight to the air that she had felt in churches and in hospital corridors and in one empty flat she had lived in briefly at university, a place where she had later learned someone had died.

She unpacked her bags. She set her books on the windowsill and her wash things on the small dresser and she hung her two decent items of clothing in the wardrobe, which was otherwise empty except for a faint smell of cedar.

Then she turned off the bedside lamp and sat in the dark and looked at the window.

The curtains were not quite closed. Through the gap she could see the garden wall, a bar of grey stone, and above it the strip of sky and sea. The sea was dark now, darker than the sky, and she could see where the two met in a line that was almost invisible, just a slight change in texture, the moving thing and the still thing pressed together.

She sat looking at it for a long time.

She had grown up on this coast and she knew it the way you know a person you have never trusted, deeply and with a specific unease. Other people spoke about the sea as though it were a comfort. She had never found it so. It was too large and too indifferent and too persistent. It did what it wanted. It kept what it took. The people of Duncarrow understood this without discussing it, and perhaps that was part of why they were the way they were: watchful, quiet, reluctant to name things.

At seven she went downstairs.

Catriona had made soup and bread, both good, and they ate with the kitchen window showing nothing but black glass and the ticking of the radiator filling the silences between them. Her aunt asked nothing about university, nothing about what had happened, nothing about how she had managed the last few months. Mara appreciated this more than she could have said.

"There's a body coming in tomorrow morning," Catriona said, near the end of the meal. "An elderly man. Straightforward. I'll walk you through the preparation room if you're going to work here."

"All right."

"Some people find it difficult. The smell. The work itself."

"I don't think I will," Mara said.

Catriona looked at her across the table with that steady, measuring look that Mara had forgotten and now remembered. "No," her aunt said. "I don't suppose you will."

Mara washed up while Catriona sat in the front room with a book, and when she came to say goodnight her aunt looked up and said, "You're to sleep. Don't sit up watching the water."

Mara stopped in the doorway. "Why would I do that?"

"I don't know," Catriona said, looking back at her book. "People do."

Upstairs, Mara undressed and got into the narrow bed and pulled the covers up. She closed her eyes. She lay in the dark and she told herself that she was going to be fine, that this was only a temporary arrangement, that she would find something, a plan, a direction, some version of a future she could hold in both hands.

She almost believed it.

After a while she turned over and looked at the curtains. The gap was still there. Through it, the sea was invisible now, only dark against dark, but she could hear it. A low sound, barely there, the rhythm of something patient and ancient moving at the edge of the land.

She lay listening until she fell asleep.
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CHAPTER TWO: HOUSE OF THE DEAD
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She woke before six to the sound of a door closing somewhere in the house below her, a careful sound, someone trying not to disturb. Then footsteps crossing the hallway, unhurried and precise. Then silence.

Mara lay still for a moment. The room was grey with early light, the curtains holding it at the edges. She could hear the sea but distantly, as though the night had moved it further away. The radiator had gone cold. She dressed in the dark, pulling on jeans and the heavier of her two jumpers, and went downstairs.

Catriona was already in the kitchen in her work clothes, a dark fitted tunic over dark trousers, the kind of thing that would not show much and would wash clean. She was standing at the counter with a cup of tea, reading something on a clipboard. She did not look up when Mara came in.

"The body will be here at eight," she said. "Eat first."

There was bread and butter on the table and a pot of tea already made. Mara sat down and poured a cup and looked at the kitchen in the morning light. She had not looked at it properly the night before. It was a working kitchen, plain and very clean, with the particular tidiness of someone who could not abide disorder in any space they controlled. The surfaces were bare except for the things in use. The mugs on the hooks were arranged by size. Everything that could be wiped
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