

Chapter One

Jane is lying with her head on Mike’s chest, blinking at the morning light filtering through the curtains. The shapes of the room are drained of colour. Her clothes, heaped on a chair, his orange oilskins hanging from the back of his door, his boots, two empty glasses. A condom wrapper gleams dully on the bedside table.

She listens to Mike’s heartbeat: lub-dup, lub-dup, lub-dup; the low thrum and rumble of it.

The air in the room is cold. Under Mike’s duvet their bodies are warm. She breathes his smell, the faint salt of his skin, the slight tang of his armpits. It is intoxicating, this being close to another person. Six months ago she hadn’t touched, really touched, another human being in ten years. The skin she was used to was that of dead fish; the ice-cold slither of salmon under her hand. And yet now here she is, naked under a duvet with a man, up close, his chest hair tickling her nose, the rushing of his blood in her ears.

She is very happy. She doesn’t think she’s ever been this happy. She wants to stay here forever. But the clock on the bedside table reads 07:32, and she’s going to be late for work.

Jane sits up; yawns in the frail blueish light. Looks at Mike. He is a big man. She is tall, but he is taller than her, and broad, his dome of a head like a mountain top, crowned with rust-coloured hair, fringed with a thick beard.

Mike stirs, grunts. Rolls onto his side, blinks up at her. Jane’s self-conscious, suddenly. She wonders what she must look like from that angle; if she has a double chin, if her armpits stink. She squeezes her elbows to her sides.

‘I’ve got to get up,’ she says.

‘Mm.’ Mike rubs his eyes.

‘Do you want a coffee?’

‘Mm,’ says Mike, reaching for her. ‘No. Stay a minute.’

He kisses the side of her, just below the ribcage. His beard tickles her skin and she shivers.

‘I can’t,’ she says. ‘I’ll be late.’

But within ten seconds she’s back down under the duvet, tasting his sleep-ripe mouth.

The factory hoves into view, the huge white box of it gleaming in the winter sunshine. Jane’s car judders over the cattle grid, and she pulls up in the car park with a squeal of brakes. She checks her watch. The time is eight fifteen.

‘Shit,’ she says.

She steps out of the car, slams the door shut. The trawlers are unloading in the dock, bright crates being winched onto the shore by men in orange overalls. It was where she first met Mike, on a fag break; he was a trawlerman back then. He asked her for a light and as she handed him her Zippo their fingers touched, and something happened to her – a chain reaction of explosions travelling down her body, klaxons sounding, red lights flashing, an announcement on a tannoy: human touch, we have human touch. She hadn’t realised how touch-starved she was. And the brush of warmth, the feeling of a man’s hand, wakened something, some deep primal urge, a fire lit in her loins. She’d felt dried up down below, no sexual urges for years and years, but she swore she felt her ovaries release an egg then and there, like a rusty old gumball machine given a kick. Rolling it down the fallopian tubes.

She hadn’t planned to be in a relationship. It was the last thing she’d wanted. She’d been living like a nun, a neat, small, serious life. But her body had overruled her brain, drunk on pheromones. They’d had sex that evening, after a few pints in the bar of the Baltasound Hotel, stumbling back to her caravan, buttons pinging off, their mouths hungry, skin fizzing with electricity. 

As she hurries across the car park towards the factory, she thinks back to this morning, straddling Mike, her hands gripping the headboard. The orgasm she’d had, slow-spreading and radiant. She feels heat rise in her cheeks as she pushes in through the metal doors, into the women’s changing room. It is empty. She unhooks her pair of yellow vinyl dungarees from a peg, pulls them on over her jeans, jams her rubber boots on her feet, tucks her hair up into the hairnet.

A middle-aged woman with a buzzcut slams the door open.

‘There you fuckin’ are.’

‘Sorry, Pat,’ says Jane.

‘You’re late.’

‘I know.’

‘Well?’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Am I not going to get an explanation?’

Jane thinks back to pulling her underwear on hurriedly, back to front, Mike laughing in bed, and tries not to grin.

‘Car wouldn’t start,’ she says, shoving her bag in the locker.

Pat shakes her head. ‘I’ve no idea how that rattle o’ shite is still on the road,’ she says. ‘It’s more rust than car.’

‘The sea air,’ says Jane, slamming her locker shut, pocketing the key. ‘Not good for it.’

Pat looks at her clipboard. Narrows her eyes.

‘Heading,’ she says. ‘Get a move on. And don’t be late again.’

‘Yes Pat,’ says Jane.

The factory stinks of fish and ice and blood and metal. The machinery roars and hums and hisses. Salmon come tumbling down a chute to Jane’s right, and the man next to her – Anthony, his name is written in marker pen on the back of his overalls – jostles them free from the packing ice, spreads them out, passes them to Jane one by one.

In front of Jane is a guillotine, a blade that she controls with a foot pedal. She slides the fish beneath it, presses the pedal, and the blade comes down, cutting the head from the body, the skin splitting cleanly like rubber, blood spitting out. The heads tumble onto a little conveyor belt running along the floor, rumbling off to be made into cat food. Then Jane slides the headless body to her left, where another pair of gloved hands slices the fishes’ bellies from neck to tail. Then a string in their necks is cut, their insides hoovered out, the roe stripped, sun-bright gelatinous eggs, scooped into buckets. Round they go, a never-ending stream of fish, slid from hand to hand across the stainless steel, until they end up in their tin cans, clean and neat and bloodless.

The job is monotonous but Jane doesn’t mind it too much. When she first got here, she treated it as a punishment. Like a self-flagellating monk, she let the noise, the smell, the cold, the sheer backbreaking tedium of it batter her, exhaust her, obliterate everything else. At the end of each day she was so aching and drained that sleep came mercifully quickly. But now she’s used to it. She’s stronger, and faster, and she doesn’t mind the monotony. It’s almost meditative. As she heads the salmon, she daydreams. About Mike, mainly. About Mike, and her, and what they are to each other. About their future.

He quit the trawlers a couple of months after they met. Took over his uncle’s mussel farm. ‘Aquaculture,’ he told her. ‘That’s where the future is.’ He’d taken her out on his boat one morning, as dawn broke across the ocean; showed her how they hauled up the ropes, encrusted with oil-black shellfish, how they chipped away at the months-old seaweed, green and purple, to reveal the mussels clinging to the rope, thick as grapes on a vine.

Business is booming. He has a slick website full of artsy black and white photographs: lines of floats in the bay, the wet deck of a fishing boat, Mike’s hands shucking a mussel. ‘The most northerly British mussels,’ it reads, ‘washed by the purest North Atlantic water. Organic, sustainable, natural.’ Mike had cooked some for her one evening, with white wine, garlic, and cream. They’d been full of flesh, fat and delicious, the butterfly shells vulval, aphrodisiac, tasting only faintly of the ocean. Heart-shaped, too. Was it a coincidence that was the night she told him she loved him?

At lunchtime the klaxon sounds, and Jane peels off her gloves, stretches, pulls a pack of Marlboros from her pocket and goes outside. She lights her cigarette and peels a blob of fish meat from her overalls, flicks it to the ground. A seagull swoops down and gobbles it up.

The sun has gone in. The sea is slate-grey beneath a sky the shade of mother-of-pearl, a tanker crawling across it in the distance. Jane breathes the cold air deeply, trying to clear her nose of the stench of fish guts. A truck rumbles past with the cannery’s logo on the side: a blue mermaid. Jane always thought that logo was strange. Suggesting what? If they caught a mermaid they’d can her? Crack her carapace, scoop out her roe, hoover out her guts, behead her, fillet her?

She smokes her cigarette. She should quit, she knows. Mike’s trying, at the moment. Chews the gum, puts the patches on his upper arm, shiny squares of film. She’s smoked for eighteen years now. Since she was thirteen years old. As a child she’d been fascinated by her mum’s smoking, the silver machine she used. She’d lick the paper, line the little hammock, pack the shreds of tobacco in it, then squeeze with her one hand and pop! Like a magic trick, out the cigarette rolled, perfect and smooth. Sometimes she’d get Jane to roll for her instead. Shreds of baccy would stick to Jane’s fingertips, and she’d nibble at them, wrinkling her nose at the tang of it, spicy on the tip of her tongue.

She was always nibbling, chewing, as a child. Always had a strand of hair pulled into her mouth, leaching the faint shampoo taste from it. If not her hair, it was paper, torn from the back of exercise books, or plastic – the ends of biros, the lids of Smarties tubes. As they bent between her molars they’d heat up, and she’d touch the warm plastic to her tongue. ‘Will you stop chewing?’ her mother would say. ‘You look like a bloody cow in the field. Chewing the cud. Spit it out. That hair will stay in your stomach and then the doctor will have to cut you open and scoop it out.’

What was that all about? Jane thinks, as she takes a drag on her cigarette. All that nibbling, chewing? Could be that she’d had a deficiency. Iron or something, like those pregnant women who suddenly get a taste for chalk or soil. When she was a teenager, a friend had told her about oral regression. People put things in their mouths to mimic their mother’s breasts. Trying to get back to that warm soft place, that comfort. Bullshit, Jane had said. The thought had made her feel sick.

Why is she thinking about her mother? She doesn’t want to think about her. She stubs out her cigarette, drops it into the metal ashtray bolted to the wall, then goes into the canteen. Grabs a tray, slides it along the rack. Looks at the vats of food beneath the heat lamps.

‘Tuna pasta bake,’ says a woman next to her, wrinkling her nose. ‘You’d think they’d ken by now that we’re all sick of fish.’

Jane shrugs. ‘Doesn’t bother me,’ she says, and scoops some pasta onto her plate.

The woman grunts. ‘I canna stomach it any more. None of it. Anything fishy makes me heave.’ She shovels chips onto her plate instead.

‘How’s things?’ says Jane.

‘Awful night. Millie’s got da nirls. Chickenpox,’ she says, seeing Jane’s blank expression. ‘Absolute nightmare, she wouldna sleep at all. She’s covered. Calamine lotion won’t touch it.’

They sit down at a table. Two other women are there, one with curls dyed the colour of new pennies, the other with grey hair scraped back in a bun.

‘Hiya Dawn. Hiya Jude.’

‘Terri. Jane. Y’all right?’

‘No. I’m exhausted,’ says Terri. ‘Was just saying to Jane, Millie’s got chickenpox. Awful. She was in tears last night with it, wouldna stop scratching.’

‘Aloe vera,’ says Judy. ‘That’s what you need.’

‘No,’ says Dawn. ‘Oats. Fill a sock with them, tie it up, drop it in the bath – that’s what my granny used to do.’

There was a moment, halfway through that sentence. A split second, a heartbeat – just after Dawn said the word ‘bath’ – where something shifted slightly. Nobody watching the conversation would have noticed it. But everyone at the table felt it. A change in atmosphere. A slight drop in temperature.

Jane continues eating, methodically, avoiding the women’s eyes, as they move swiftly on, swapping chickenpox stories. Dawn shows a scar on her neck, Terri tells them about an attack of shingles she had ten years ago, and Jane is quiet, the gluey pasta sticking in her throat.

This is her dynamic with the group. She listens to them, their small gripes and grievances, their family quarrels, their gossip and jokes, and feels a longing; looking in at their lives like standing out in a cold dark street, peering at lit windows. What must it be like to live a life like that? No shadows. No feeling of the past lying in wait for you, a black hole ready to trip you up, suck you down, make your lunch stick in your craw.

‘Oh, Jane,’ says Judy, turning towards her. ‘Don’t forget – it’s Pat’s birthday next week. Her fiftieth. We’re going to the hotel bar after work next Friday. Stuart’s doing the card and collection. Will you come? Bring your fella. I’m dying to meet him.’

‘Oh,’ says Jane. ‘Maybe. Not sure I’m free.’

Dawn rolls her eyes. ‘What else are you gonna be doing?’ she says. ‘Sitting in your caravan, staring out the window?’

‘Dawn,’ says Terri.

Jane shrugs. ‘Maggie might need me, is all.’

Dawn raises her eyebrows. ‘Suit yourself,’ she says.

Jane looks at the back of the cubicle door as she pisses. There’s a poster Blu-Tacked there, curling at the corners. ‘KNOW YOUR BREASTS,’ it says. ‘It may save your life!’ She looks at the diagrams: hard lump, sunken nipple, orange-peel texture, discharge. Pat put it up there, years ago now, after her double mastectomy. Her hair had fallen out from the chemo, and for a while she’d worn a wig, a stiff black bob, shiny as an oil slick, stark against her eyebrowless face, until one hot day she’d got so sick of its itching that she’d ripped it off and thrown it in the bin in the ladies’ loo. Terri had found it and shrieked, thinking there was a dead rat in amongst the paper towels. Pat’s hair never grew back properly. She keeps it buzzed short now.

As Jane’s wiping, she hears the door open, close. Two women, talking.

‘Why d’you even bother asking her?’ Jane recognises Dawn’s voice. ‘We ask her to everything. The Chinese nights. The Sunday Teas. She never turns up.’

‘Well. It’s polite to ask,’ says Judy.

The cubicle doors open, shut. The sound of zips, the clank of toilet seats. Jane listens.

‘It’s pointless. I’m not being nasty, I’m just saying. She’s so – aloof, you know? Thinks she’s better than the rest of us. Stuck up soothmoother.’

‘Oh, I wouldna say that. She’s friendly enough. Some folk just like their own company.’

The flush of two toilets. The opening of cubicle doors. Water running.

‘God I need my roots doing,’ says Judy. ‘Look at those. Shocking.’

‘It just doesn’t make sense,’ says Dawn, ‘her living like some tramp in a caravan when she owns that croft. You ken my brother wanted to buy it off her? Still would. He offered a good price – too good a price, I thought. He wants to knock it down, build a holiday let there. It’s such a bonnie spot, you know? Looking out over the sound, Keen of Hamar right on the doorstep. Would be an absolute money-spinner in the summer. But she wouldna entertain the idea. Flat out refused.’

Jane hears the roll of paper towels rumbling in the dispenser.

‘It’s just such a waste, the place sitting empty like that. All boarded up with the roof falling in. It’s an eyesore. Gives me the creeps. She gives me the creeps.’

‘Oh, Dawn.’

‘It’s true though, isn’t it? She’s a bit oorie. All pale and quiet. I know what happened to her was sad and that, but …’

The door shuts. The only sound is the dripping tap.

Jane sits there for a moment. Then flushes. Opens the toilet, washes her hands, looks at herself in the mirror as she shakes the drops into the sink. Her cheeks are burning.

Then she tucks her hair back up into the net, walks back through the canteen, to the factory floor, takes up her place at the conveyor belt. Grabs a fish. Slices its head off.

A wooden ladder is propped against the front wall of Mike’s cottage. At the top is Mike, in his oilskins, a knitted cap on his head, a bucket in one hand. Jane feels a sudden fear, seeing him up high like that.

‘Mike.’

He looks down, raises a hand, hooks the bucket over one arm, descends. Jane doesn’t realise she’s been holding her breath until he has both feet on the ground. 

‘Just clearing out the gutters,’ he says. He flicks a handful of moss and sludge into the bucket.

‘Oh.’

‘You all right? Come straight from work?’

‘Yeah.’

He kisses her.

‘How was your day?’

She shrugs. ‘Same old. Grab the fish, head the fish, pass it on. You know how it goes.’

Mike looks at her. ‘You sure you’re okay?’

‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘Just tired.’

‘Ah well. Weekend now.’

‘Want a cuppa?’

‘Sure,’ he says. ‘I’ll be in in a sec.’

She watches him climb the ladder again.

‘Be careful up there,’ she says, wrapping her arms about herself. Then she turns and heads indoors.

She makes tea in the kitchen, two sugars for him. Leaves his mug steaming on the counter, goes into the living room, flops onto the sofa, switches the telly on. Some programme about buying a house in Spain. Sun-warmed brown hills and olive groves. She watches a middle-aged couple poke around a derelict barn and imagines what it would be like to live somewhere hot and bright instead of damp and windy. If the scorching sun would burn the past away, chase away the shadows. She blows on her tea, sips it. Maybe one day she and Mike could move to Spain. She imagines it. Sipping cervezas under a parasol, getting brown and old, tanning and shrivelling like a pair of raisins.

Maybe that’s what she should have done in the first place, instead of coming back here. Back to Shetland. Made a clean break, a fresh start, somewhere new. But she was sixteen when she ran away, alone, without a passport, and it was the only place she could think of to go. And besides, she’d been homesick. For Unst, for the sea air, the clear skies. For the people. People who knew her before it all happened. When she’d stepped off the ferry and Maggie had rushed forward to hold her, she’d felt something ease deep in her chest, some tight knot loosen.

But maybe, Jane thinks, draining her mug of tea, it’s time to move on. She’s got enough money, that’s for sure. Has saved nearly every penny she’s earnt, squirrelling it away in the savings account her nan set up for her as a child. More than enough to buy a little casa de pueblo.

Jane rubs her eyes. Lies down, watches the presenter on the telly talk about the heat-retaining properties of adobe walls. She yawns. Before she knows it, she’s fallen asleep.

Mike’s coat is spread over her, the room lamplit. She can hear him in the kitchen, the rattle of the cutlery drawer, the chink of plates, the opening and shutting of the oven. She blinks at the TV. A comedy programme, a panel show. 

Mike comes in with two plates. ‘I was just gonna wake you,’ he says. He hands her a plate, a burger in a bun. ‘You must have been shattered. You were out like a light.’

They eat with the plates on their laps. Mike squirts brown sauce on his burger. Jane watches him.

‘Give us some of that,’ she says.

‘I thought you hated brown sauce?’

‘Yeah. I do. I just fancy some. Dunno why.’

She takes the bottle, squirts a bit on the side of her plate, dips her finger in it, licks. The tartness zings across her tongue. She scoops some more up with her finger, sucks at it, then squeezes a glob into her burger.

They eat. Watch the telly. Jane thinks of Dawn. Of what she said in the toilets. She chews, swallows, glances at Mike.

‘Am I creepy?’ she says.

Mike looks at her. ‘Creepy?’

She pauses, then says: ‘Dawn said I was creepy. Oorie.’

‘Dawn. Which one’s Dawn?’

‘Dawn Henderson. Curly hair. Pete’s sister.’

‘Oh, her. She called you creepy?’

‘She was talking about her brother buying the croft again.’ She dabs at some loose sesame seeds on her plate, pops them in her mouth. ‘Her brother wants the land. Wants to build a holiday let. Maybe I should just sell it. Be done with it.’

‘But I thought you didn’t want to? That you wanted to do it up – that’s the plan, right?’

‘I know. I just – it’s been thirteen years, now, Mike. Thirteen. And I still can’t face the thought of it. I keep thinking, next year I’ll do it, next year, when the spring comes, when the weather’s good, when I’ve saved a bit more money, and the next year comes, and … I can’t even stand to step inside the place. But I can’t bear to sell it either, you know? It’s still – it’s still got everything in it. My dad’s stuff. Charlie’s.’

They are quiet for a moment. Then she says: ‘Maybe I should just go. Just leave. Sell the croft and fuck off to – to Spain.’

‘Spain?’

‘Somewhere bright and hot. And dry. Where nobody knows me.’

‘You serious? You want to emigrate?’

‘No,’ she says. ‘I don’t really mean it. Sometimes I feel like I want to go somewhere totally new. Leave everything behind. Not you,’ she says. ‘But everything else. Just … go. That’s why I like living in the caravan, you know? If I wanted to, I could just hitch it to the back of the car and drive off.’

Mike puts his plate down. ‘Come here,’ he says, and Jane leans against him, breathing in his smell, of saltwater, damp wool, engine oil. He holds her, and says, ‘Why don’t you take a holiday? You haven’t had a break in years, Jane. You work like a dog. Go somewhere for a fortnight. A month, even. Go and sit on a beach somewhere warm and drink cocktails.’

Jane grimaces. ‘No. I couldn’t.’

‘Why not?’

‘It just seems – I dunno. Self-indulgent.’

‘You can treat yourself now and again, you know. Live a little. Sometimes it feels like you’re …’

‘What?’

‘Well – punishing yourself for something.’

Jane looks at the television. ‘Judge John Deed’s on in a mo,’ she says. ‘Can you turn it up?’

In the morning Jane wakes to an empty bed and a note on the bedside table: ‘Didn’t want to wake you. Phil called – starter motor’s blown on the voe boat. Gone to sort it. Might be out all day. Love you. M.’

She eats toast and watches TV. A breakfast programme. The presenters have tanned skin and straight teeth and sunny faces. Then she goes into the bathroom, tugs on the light switch, looks at herself in the mirror. Pale. Dark shadows under her eyes. Her father’s colouring; he had an Italian grandmother. The darkness around his blue eyes had made them gleam. On her they just look muddy, like old bruises.

Her hair hangs around her face, limp and dark and fine, the same as her mother’s. She remembers her trying to fluff it up, spraying her updo with a cloud of Elnett. ‘It’s like a bloody oil slick,’ she’d say. ‘Can’t do anything with it.’

Jane pushes her hair behind her ears, scrapes it back from her forehead, then lets it flop again.

Creepy, she thinks.

She brushes her teeth, steps into the shower, lathering herself with Mike’s soap, something green that smells of pine trees. As she soaps her chest, she winces a little. Her breasts feel tender, tight. She looks down at them. Thinks for a moment of Pat’s poster on the back of the cubicle door. Runs her hands over the skin. No lumps. Some hormonal thing, probably. She makes a mental note to buy tampons later.

She gets dressed – thermal top under her jumper, knitted snood, parka, fingerless gloves – and steps out of the front door. The cold wind buffets her, whips her hair about her face. She heaves the car door open against the wind, slides herself in, shuts it.

It is a ten-minute run from Mike’s cottage to her caravan, from Haroldswick to Baltasound, just time enough for a cigarette. The smoke spools up to the open window as she drives; the tarmac sizzles beneath the wheels. The road winds like a ribbon through the landscape, swooping through the open vista of sky and moor and sea, past the steely glint of lochs, the tumbledown ruins of crofts and kirks. She’s heard people say Shetland is bleak, desolate, and she supposes in the winter it can be, the grey cliffs plunging into the grey ocean, the barren, wind-scoured hills. But she loves it. The hills and moorland remind her of the pelt of an animal, a great sleeping beast, something furred and scabbed and scarred. And even on the greyest of days there’s still a beauty to the place, a subtle beauty – you just have to know how to look. Like the salmon at the factory – just silver fish, until you look up close, and you see they’re magnificent: leopard-spotted, iridescent, the colour of clouds.

She turns off, down a single-track road, past the ancient ruin of a cottage, a few sheep sheltering beside it, their fleeces ruffling in the wind. She still has some cigarette left by the time she parks up. She switches the engine off and sits for a moment, taking a last few drags.

She looks at the house in front of her, the big white building with attached barn. Maggie’s house. In the front garden is a jumble of detritus from when it was a working farm – an ancient tractor tyre, rolls of chicken wire, the bucket of a digger, two old pink bathtubs which served as troughs for the animals. A wind turbine whirls in the field behind it, and next to the green front door is a huge orange buoy, HAMARSGARTH painted on it in large letters.

Jane looks down, past the house, along the rutted track which cuts through the fields, through a gate in a low stone wall, to the croft. Her croft. Peerie Hamarsgarth. A small building overlooking the sound. She looks at its dirty whitewash, its slipped roof tiles, its boarded-up windows.

Just across from the croft is her caravan. A 1979 Bailey Mikado. Made the same year she was born. She’d bought it from a man on the mainland five years ago, a replacement for her first caravan, after the summer gales in 2005 had ripped its roof clean off. This one had been kept in a garage for nearly its whole life, a seventies time capsule, with an avocado green tip-up sink, floral orange curtains, a brown and beige carpet with a pattern like a Magic Eye picture. She loves it. Her tin can, Maggie calls it. As if she herself is salmon, processed and packed.

Jane stubs out her cigarette in the Micra’s ashtray, gets out of the car into the buffeting wind, and trudges up to Maggie’s front door. A woman opens it, a small woman with a face like a dried-out apple, her wild hair a white corona around her head.

‘Oh!’ she says, drawing her shawl more tightly round her shoulders and gesturing for Jane to come in. ‘That wind! It’s blowin’ a hooley!’

Jane steps into the porch, the friendly porch full of wellie boots, coats, potted plants, and shuts the door against the weather. A collie dog appears, whimpering with joy, tail wagging.

‘Hey, Nell,’ Jane says, letting the dog lick her hand. Nell rolls over and Jane rubs her white belly.

‘Daft old thing,’ says Maggie. ‘That was good timing. I’ve just got off the phone. Been talking to Dave.’

‘Oh? How is he?’

‘Same as ever,’ says Maggie, pinching a couple of dead leaves from a potted plant. ‘Busy at work, always busy. But okay. Wants me to talk to him and the bairns on the computer. On the video, you know. I said, I’ve tried that before, with Steven. Hated it. Was like shouting down a well to them, the connection was that bad, there was an awful delay … he said oh but the kids would love to see you. Kids, I said? Baby goats? Kids. Dreadful American slang. I said you’ve been living out there too long, you’ve started talking like a Yank. And Steven’s just as bad, sounds like Crocodile Dundee. I just despair. Why they had to move so far away …’ She drops the shrivelled leaves into a bin. ‘Anyway. I’ve just made a coffee, d’you want one?’

‘No, you’re all right,’ says Jane, giving the dog’s belly one last pat before standing up. ‘Got to get on. Got your list?’

Maggie rummages in her pocket, draws out a folded piece of paper.

‘I’m hoping the shelves won’t be bare,’ she says. ‘Gales forecast tomorrow, ferry won’t be coming. Will you be all right out there?’ Maggie looks out of the porch window, in the direction of the caravan.

‘Aye. I’ve got the ground anchors on, I’ll be safe as houses.’

Maggie makes a sceptical noise. ‘Wish you’d spend the night here,’ she says.

‘I’ll be fine, Mags.’

Maggie looks at Jane. Her eyes are a piercing blue. ‘How many years has it been now?’

‘Thirteen,’ says Jane.

‘Thirteen,’ says Maggie. ‘Jane – if it’s money you need …’

‘Mags. You know it’s not that. I’ve got my savings.’

Maggie shrugs. ‘Well. You know the offer’s here if you ever need it. Now have you got any laundry? I’m putting a whites wash on this afternoon.’

‘I’m okay thanks. I did mine at Mike’s the other day.’ 

Maggie’s eyes gleam. ‘When am I going to meet this fella? Bring him round for Sunday lunch tomorrow. I’m doing roast beef.’

‘Soon,’ she says. ‘Not yet. But soon. Now do you need anything doing about the house? That lightbulb in the bathroom?’

‘Oh, I did that myself.’

‘How did you reach?’

‘Stood on a chair.’

‘Maggie. I don’t want you climbing on chairs.’

Maggie waves a hand dismissively.

‘All right. Back in a bit,’ says Jane, and steps out of the house. She looks at the list. Milk, two tins of baked beans, bread (white), two tins of soup, margarine, toilet roll, and three packets of Aberdeen butteries. Jane sets off up the road, head lowered and hood up against the wind.

The shop is busy when she arrives, people stocking up. She fills her basket, looks around her as she waits in the queue at the till. There are sometimes a few tourists, livening up the place with their strange accents and impractical clothes, paying a visit to the most northerly shop in Britain to stock up on postcards of Shetland ponies or tins of fudge for relatives back down south. But not today – just windswept islanders, in their wellies and parkas and Fair Isle knits.

As she waits, as she pays, as she walks home, Jane thinks again of Spain. Of selling up, of moving away. But she can’t. Unst is home. She belongs here. She loves the rhythms of the place, the colours of it, the textures of it, even in the winter. No, she won’t leave, she thinks, as she turns up the road to Maggie’s house, eyes screwed up against the wind. She won’t be made to feel like an outsider, won’t be forced off the island, not again—

But when she reaches the gate, she sees something that stops her in her tracks.

Pulled up next to the building, its yellow and blue livery shocking against the muted greens and greys of the grass and sky, is a police cruiser.

Maggie is standing in her doorway, shawl drawn tightly around her, talking to the police officer. PC Barry French, the only policeman on the island. He looks nervous, clutching his cap in his hands, his receding hair ruffling in the wind. They both look at Jane as she walks towards them.

Jane’s heart is thudding in her chest. Her mouth is dry. She grips the plastic bag of groceries tightly.

‘Jane,’ says Barry. ‘I have some news. Shall we go inside? Sit down?’ He gestures to the house.

‘Is this about the planning permission for the caravan?’ says Jane. ‘Because I sorted that all out with the council, I’ve got all the documents – it’s for ancillary use while I renovate the croft – so if someone’s been complaining—’

‘No, it’s not about the caravan.’

She stares at him.

‘Am I in trouble?’ she says. ‘Have I done something?’

‘Maggie – would you mind giving us a bit of privacy, please?’

‘Oh,’ says Maggie, who had been straining to hear. ‘Sure.’ She takes the shopping bags from Jane, gives her a look, then shuts the door behind her.

Jane turns to the policeman. ‘Well?’ she says.

‘I have some news, Jane. About your mother.’

Jane feels suddenly bloodless, hollow.

‘They’ve found her?’ she says. Her voice comes out small and hoarse.

PC French opens his mouth, closes it. His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows.

‘No,’ he says. ‘No. Not exactly. I – I had a call from the Devon and Cornwall Police,’ he says. ‘They’ve found – what they think …’ He hesitates. ‘They’ve found a prosthetic forearm. Floating in a lake – a flooded quarry, in Devon. Crowholt.’

Jane feels as if the ground has dropped from beneath her. The world spins. Black spots swarm at the edge of her vision. She puts a hand on the wall of the house to steady herself.

‘Jane, are you sure you don’t want to go inside? It must be a shock, I understand.’

Jane shakes her head. Tries to breathe.

‘They don’t know for certain it’s your mother’s,’ says PC French. ‘They’re pretty sure, but they still need to run some forensic tests, which—’

‘Tests?’ says Jane.

‘Well, DNA matching, to confirm it’s hers, and—’

‘Of course it’s hers,’ says Jane. ‘Of course it is. It’s an arm, a prosthetic arm. How many people with prosthetic arms have gone missing in Crowholt, for fuck’s sake?’

Her breaths come fast and shallow.

‘Jane, are you sure you don’t want to sit down? Have a cup of tea?’

But Jane is already pushing past him, down the track, past her croft, across the field, barging into the little white caravan sheltering behind the low stone wall. She slams the door behind her and stands for a few moments in the small space, breathing hard.

Then she turns, slides open the worktop, and throws up in the sink.

Night falls quickly, like a trap snapping shut. The wind tears over the island. The caravan creaks, groans, strains against the land anchors, the steel spikes that tether it to the ground. Inside, Jane lies on the bed, staring up at the roof, at a watermark left behind from an ancient leak. She is thinking of her mother’s arm. She remembers it – its cool smooth beigeness, its oval fingernails, the way the fingers and thumb were positioned, the palm cupped slightly, like the Queen’s when she waves to a crowd. The gash near the wrist from when her dad hit a tin can with a weed strimmer while her mother was sunbathing. The yellow stain between the first two fingers from the cigarettes.

She remembers asking her mother what would happen to the arm when she died. Her mother was smoking and watching Coronation Street.

‘Mum.’

‘What?’ Sylvia had said, her eyes fixed to the screen.

‘What’ll happen to your arm when you die?’

Jane remembers the slow turn of her mother’s face. The cigarette smoke curling from her mouth. The expression of disgust.

‘That’s morbid,’ she’d said. ‘That’s a horrible thing to say.’

Jane had felt her face burning as her mother tapped her cigarette on the ashtray and turned back to the TV.

Jane hadn’t asked her again. But it had bothered her; she’d lain awake that night, thinking about it. She knew about cremations, about bodies all burned up and turned to ash, but she knew that plastic didn’t burn, because once her mother had left a plastic bowl on top of the stove, and it had melted, great long gloopy strands of it stretching like cheese on a pizza when she picked it up. The kitchen had smelt acrid for days.

What if she was buried instead of cremated? But she knew that plastic didn’t rot, either, because once Maggie’s old collie dog had buried her Sindy doll, and it had turned up a year later when Maggie was digging the flowerbeds, and the doll had still been exactly the same, except with dirt matted in her hair. Jane had thrown her away after that; there was something frightening about the fact she’d been underground for so long. So if plastic didn’t rot, her mother would decompose to a skeleton in her coffin; all bones, apart from one peach-coloured arm. That didn’t seem right.

Plastic may not burn, or rot, Jane thinks, staring at the watermark on the caravan ceiling, goosebumps prickling her skin. But it does float.

The police had searched the flooded quarry, all those years ago. But it was deep and murky, and the bottom was littered with dumped machinery, and the divers had abandoned the search. Was her mother down there? Buried beneath one hundred feet of stagnant water, in that great pit which plunged into the earth like a cavity in a rotten tooth?

If so, why now? Why, after all these years, would the arm appear?

Maybe she’s not at the bottom of the lake, Jane thinks, a cold finger of fear tracing up her spine. Maybe she’s still alive.

Jane imagines her mother standing on the shore, flinging the arm out over the water, laughing to herself, then turning, running into the trees.

When she was younger, Jane was convinced her mother was still out there somewhere. Perhaps she’d run off – to Russia maybe, or South America, or Africa. Somewhere she could disappear. Caught a plane. Donned a wig. Forged some papers. Changed her name. For years Jane kept thinking she saw her – in crowds, on a passing bus, turning down a side street – the back of a head, dark hair in a ponytail. A whiff of Anaïs Anaïs perfume. Once, as a teenager, she’d had a phone call from an unknown number. Someone breathing down the line. ‘Mum?’ she’d whispered, her blood icy with fear. The other person had put the phone down.

She could be on her way to me now, thinks Jane. On the overnight ferry. Standing on the deck, the wind whipping her hair. Maybe she’s already on the island, trudging across the windswept grass, past the croft, down towards the caravan. Creeping up to the window. Her pale face there, just there, behind those curtains – Jane turns her head to look at them, the orange fabric with yellow chrysanthemums, her heart thudding in her chest.

Get a grip, she thinks. Your mother is dead. Long dead.

But still, she can’t bring herself to switch off the light.

Night. Jane is at the quarry. Standing on the shoreline, looking out over the still water. Everything is silver-black, the pale cliffs lunar in the moonlight. An owl hoots.

And she is afraid. God, she’s afraid.

She hears a noise behind her. A word. Her name. Her old name, spoken in a voice like dry leaves. And she doesn’t want to turn. Doesn’t want to turn around. Because Jane knows it’s her. She knows it’s her mother calling. Jane can feel her at her back.

But her mother calls. Again and again.

Hannah, she says.

Hannah.

And Jane has to turn.

Out from the trees she comes. Stepping forward into the moonlight. Her mother. She is naked. She is dead. Her eyes milk white, her hair matted, her skin veined like marble. Jane cannot move.

Hannah, her mother says, her jaw flopping open. She reaches out with her hand. Her rotting mouth turns down at the corners. A tragic mask.

Hannah.

Jane sucks air into her lungs and screams and screams until she surfaces in a mess of tangled sheets, wailing.

Jane pushes the roast beef around her plate. Maggie watches her, a line between her brows.

‘Come on, Jane,’ she says softly. ‘Tell me what’s wrong.’

Jane presses her lips together. Looks at Nell, stretched in front of the fire. Then looks at Maggie.

‘They found her arm,’ Jane says.

There is a silence. The carriage clock on the mantelpiece ticks. Nell makes a noise in her sleep, a low yip, deep in the throat.

Maggie stares. ‘What?’

‘Her prosthesis,’ says Jane. ‘In a flooded quarry. In Crowholt. They searched it when … at the time. But didn’t find anything. Someone’s dog found it, floating in the water.’ She grimaces.

‘Christ, Jane.’

Jane pokes at the beef. 

‘I just wanted her gone, Maggie,’ she says, her voice trembling. ‘I just wanted her to disappear forever. If they could have found her – found all of her – then good. I could get rid of her, move on. But this – it feels deliberate, somehow.’

‘What do you mean?’

Jane sits back in her chair, sighs. ‘Like – I’ve just started to feel safe. You know? I’ve built a little life of my own here. It’s not much, but it’s mine. And I was just starting to relax. To breathe a little. To plan a wee bit of a future, and it’s like she’s – she’s left this morbid little reminder. Ah, no no no, Jane, don’t forget about your past, remember me – remember …’ she trails off, swallows hard. Stares at the fireplace. A log settles, sending a shower of sparks up the chimney.

‘I just wish that it would end,’ she says. ‘I wish they’d find her. All of her,’ she says. ‘So I know she’s gone for good.’

Maggie reaches across, takes Jane’s hand.

‘They’ll find her, Jane,’ she says, softly. ‘And even if they don’t – she’s long gone. Long gone.’

‘It doesn’t feel like she’s gone,’ says Jane. ‘It feels like I’m – like I’m fucking cursed. Haunted by her. Christ. I’ll never escape her, will I? No matter what I do, where I go. She’s always there …’ Jane makes a gesture, motioning behind her. ‘I hate her, Maggie,’ says Jane. ‘I can’t tell you how much I hate her.’

Maggie holds Jane’s hand, squeezes it tight.

‘Jane,’ she says. ‘After Laura died, I was … I was so bitter with rage. Sick with it. God, I wanted to murder that man. And I’m saying that in all seriousness, I could have torn him limb from limb, I wanted to torture him, I wanted to fill his days with endless agony, to make him feel even an ounce of the pain I was in. And you know I’m not a religious woman, but the vicar came to see me, and I told him that, I ranted and raved, I said some awful things, I swore, I screamed, I cursed God, I cursed the universe, I cursed the vicar himself. And he said, Maggie, you’re going to hate me for saying this, but you have to try to forgive him. Because the only person you’re hurting, by holding on to all that rage, all that hatred, is yourself.’

Jane sniffs. Looks at the urn on the mantelpiece, the framed photograph of the young woman with green eyes and feathered hair.

‘I can’t forgive her, Maggie,’ says Jane. ‘I can’t. Laura’s death was an accident; this was different, this was …’

‘She was unwell, Jane,’ says Maggie. ‘You have to try and understand. There’s that saying, isn’t there. To understand all is to forgive all.’

‘How? How could I ever begin to understand what she did?’ says Jane. ‘It was evil. Pure evil. A drunk driver’ – she glances at the photograph again – ‘that’s different. What my mother did …’ She can feel her chest tightening, her breaths coming faster, shallower.

Jane pushes her plate away. Gets up. ‘I’m sorry, Maggie. I have to go. I just want to be alone for a bit.’

The wind tears in from the ocean, snatching the breath from her lungs, funnelling into her mouth, her nostrils, her ears. She battles against it, leaning herself into it, trudging up the boardwalk, stomping across the planks which cut a snaking path through the peatland. She reaches the grassy clifftop and turns right. North. To her left the sea crashes, gulls rise and fall.

She watches her boots thud across the ground – rock, grass, sheep shit, marshy patches of brown water, the skeletons of sea pink, pushing forward, forward, forward. She ignores the few other walkers she passes, with their waterproofs and binoculars, she ignores the sheep that bleat and stumble away as she disturbs their grazing. She trudges across the marshy land until she reaches the edge. The furthest north she can go.

She stops, sweating beneath her coat, and squints into the roaring wind, staring out over the restless water to the rocky islands of Muckle Flugga, the white lighthouse clinging improbably to the stone. And beyond, a small blip in the sea: Out Stack, the most northerly point of the UK.

She stands. Breathes deep. Lets the ferocious wind pummel her. A walk along the cliffs on a windy day normally makes her feel like she’s been scrubbed clean with a stiff flannel. It seems to
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