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To my husband, Ryan: my biggest champion.





‘There is human time and there is wild time.’

Clarissa Pinkola Estés – Women Who Run with the Wolves








Part I Haul Out






One Malie, Orkney, 1695

I will never truly know the boundaries of this island. It never looks the same from one day to the next. Right now, the mighty serpent releases its breath, blowing the sea onto shore. The land shrinks. The sea steals the land, wave by wave, breath by breath. Father says he’s seen one: a sea serpent, the length of a man but not nearly big enough to draw in the tides with its breath. I edge back from the shoreline. At ebb tide the serpent pulls the energy away from the shore, releasing its grip on us, expanding the island outwards. It will be many hours before the serpent sucks the tide back in and retreats from the land. Puts everything right again.

It’s as if the wild storm that blew in from the North Sea yesternight was nothing but a turbulent dream. She’d been in a right temper. Aye, dusk to dawn, the roar of her wrath shook up the island, the swells tormenting the western coastline. Wind blew seafoam up to our house; the corn crops and barley field were overblown with sand. Half the crop was ruined, maybe more, in one night. I lay alone in my bed, imagining the ocean swallowing the boat in one expansive gulp. After weeks at sea, gone would be my husband, father and brothers. Devoured by the deep dark depths of the ocean.

‘A day ’atween the weathers’ is what my father calls a day like this. A quiet or peaceful period in between bad spells of weather. Yesterday it was a ferocious downpour and today it’s calm and clear. Tomorrow, well, who knows?

As I meander southwards, I glance back at the old red sandstone cottage and the purple-flowering moorland creeping down to the sandy bank. It’s the home I was born in but I live there now with my husband, Johne. The hill dyke behind it must have been hit by the storm as the sheep have escaped. The flock, with their squat stature and shaggy coats, graze on the tawny-coloured seaweed purged from the sea overnight. The kelp keeps them plump in the harsh winter conditions. I count fifteen: that’s about half of the ewes. The rest are likely up in the moorland. I must check on them soon. With damage to the crops, we’ll need them healthy and strong. We lost four of our ten lambs in the colder-than-usual spring. At least we have the sea and its infinite bounty.

Astern, the harbour is still. No boat, no men. I might see them come through the Sound, once I reach the Point. The wind tangles my hair, and the salty tang of the sea is on my tongue. As I tread along the shoreline, my bare feet leave impressions in the patterned grey sand. I find limpets nestled in the seaweed, thrown out in the storm. I collect as many as I can and drop them into the caisie. I will smoke them on the peat fire with dried seaweed and it will make for a salty, chewy treat. It’s best to keep busy when the men are away and not be thinking too much about when they will return. If they will return.

‘Nothing but danger at sea,’ Father always says. He forbade me to go into the water once my mother, Nava, left. Mother said the ocean tells a story; it moulds to the shape of the person in it. It remembers. The sea is gentle and mysterious – not to be feared. I know not what lies beyond the shore, nor do I want to. Bad things happen at sea: men drown, ships sink, women disappear. She is unpredictable. Ferocious. She took my mother, and she took my friend. Neither could resist the ocean’s call. The wind whips hair across my cheek again, and I pin it back against the nape of my neck. A shiver travels down my spine.

Nae. It’s safer on land.

Yet, despite the danger, I am still here. I am drawn to the sea. Like Father to his boat when he sailed the seas. Like Mother to the swell of the tides she swam. I teeter on the edge, neither a sailor nor a swimmer. At least, not any more. I come here looking for her.

Beside the sandy bay, amid the rock pools, a herd of seals sprawls upon the rocks. After a storm, they haul out to rest. I scan the glossy, slippery figures but I don’t see what I’m looking for. I don’t see her. I’m tempted to dip my toes in the water, edge forwards for a better view. The stream is fast flowing as I approach the Point, the southernmost tip of the island. It’s wilder than back in the harbour. Ahead of the Point is the last cottage in the parish and a narrow pier which juts out into the ocean. A rickety square sterned dinghy is moored there. It’s made of clinker construction, where the edges of the hull planks overlap each other. Everyone on the island has one for inshore fishing, but only my father possesses a Yole: a twenty-foot double-ended vessel used for Haaf fishing. The Yole navigates open waters up to ten miles offshore, but almost always in sight of the island. It’s a family business: one my husband is now a part of.

A man strides along the pier with a young boy scurrying behind him. Henrye Sinclair. He stops and looks sharply in my direction. My breath catches and I leap back from the water’s edge. Henrye touches his hat with a slight dip of his head, and, with an armful of kelp, he continues up the sandy bank towards his home. His son scrambles across the sand behind him, silky seaweed dangling from his peedie arms. He’s grown so much. I continue to the Point. I know if I were to get up close to Henrye I’d see grief lines carved around his eyes, eyes that have dulled in the three years since he lost his wife. Beatrice was my childhood friend, only one year older. She came across the Pentland Firth from Scotland with her family in the summer after Mother left. She was the only person who didn’t treat me differently. She didn’t treat me like a selkie’s daughter.

Adjusting to the harsh conditions of the island proved difficult for her parents: they were keen to see Beatrice married so they could return to their homeland. Beatrice married Henrye and their son, James, arrived soon after that. James was just four years old when Beatrice drowned. It was the longest day of the year, when the sky was bright and the sea was calm. It was cruel that she should be taken on such a beautiful day. I remember her limp body and the smell of the sea on her. Henrye’s grave face and James’s sobs. Even now, I still don’t know what she was doing at sea, but her death was a timely reminder for women to stay away from seducing waves and murky waters. I’d married Johne soon after – a welcome distraction from my grief.

The sea took his wife but Henrye, like all of us, still relies on it for food. The pull to the sea is so great that all twelve farmsteads in our parish run in a wide belt along the bends of the harbour. Henrye’s home is before the Point, then mine, and the next five houses heading north towards the harbour belong to my father and my four brothers. Beyond the farms and crops, the turf-mounted hill dyke loops around the fields, separating grazing animals from crops on the rising moorland. There is a scattering of other huts and houses beyond, close to the port where three sturdy piers extend into the harbour to cater for the visiting fleets. Our property runs from the highest point in the hill to the lowest stone in the ebb: nestled between land and sea.

‘Malie.’ A timeworn voice from behind whips my focus from sea to land. ‘Are ye a’ight, love?’

‘Bessie.’ My hand clasps my chest, heart pounding beneath my ribcage.

‘Didn’t mean to startle ye.’ She links her arm through mine and nestles in close. She smells of earth and the wild thyme found scattered across the moorland. ‘Lost in the past, ye looked like. No good will come of that.’

‘Nae, just worried about the men. That storm…’

‘Aye,’ Bessie says, firm but kind, much like her nature. ‘They’ll be back, don’t ye worry.’ She slips a piece of cloth into my hand: creamy silver wool, softened over time by frequent handling. She closes my fingers around it. ‘Hold on to this and yeh husband will get fair weather. He’ll be home shortly before ye have yeh supper.’

I breathe out deeply and pocket the cloth, my hand still clutched tightly around it, the wave of worries I’d struggled in since the storm settling into a calm swell. My mother and my best friend were taken by the sea; I cannot let it take my husband too. I can’t bear the thought of being left behind, being left alone on this island. ‘Thank you, Bessie, that’s kind of you.’ Bessie has a knack for these things. Father has never thought kindly of her. Thinks of her as a lowly widowed peasant, living in a peedie hut at the northern end of the township. It became our little secret, mine and Bessie’s – she’d visit me with a warm pot of food and stories of the sea when Father was on a fishing voyage. I was left to care for my four brothers, but as the boys matured, one by one, Father took them out fishing with him, which left me alone for weeks on end with nothing but the crashing sea and blustery winds for company. After my mother left, I worried something bad would happen to the rest of my family, that I’d be left behind. I fretted day and night, praying for their return. I’d never defied my father before, but the loneliness was unbearable. Bessie mothered me when no one else did.

‘Be prepared, love. After a storm like that one, the men may never be the same again,’ she says, and with that, she squeezes me against her in a brief hug. She pulls away and shuffles across the sand, following the path trod earlier by Henrye. She must be off to see him. A pang of guilt pulls at my chest. Since that day on the shore, him cradling Beatrice’s lifeless body, I’ve not been able to bring myself to talk to him, let alone visit. Even if Johne would allow it.

Pale clouds drift across the horizon. The wind is gentle, remorseful for the thunderous gale of yesternight. The tide will carry the boat in, I know it. Sail back in on the serpent’s breath. Back to shore, to me. To us. My hands spread across my stomach. I am bursting to share my news with him: something to make us a true family. Finally. It has been more than two years. My four brothers’ wives have all conceived and birthed bairns, but not me. The year I married Johne, all four of them were expecting at the same time.

I thought I did something wrong. From the moment I could walk my mother swept me out of bed from dawn. Don’t sleep in, don’t be still. Little girls were meant to be on the move. This, she assured me, would one day bless me with an easy delivery of my own child. After she left, I stopped swimming. I didn’t move as swiftly. The grief seeped into my bones and hardened like stone, making movement slow and burdensome. I was busy caring for my brothers, but it did not come easily.

Nae, nae. There’s no use worrying about all of that, now the bairn grows within me. Johne will be happy and all will be good between us again. Like those early weeks of our marriage. I sidestep across the sand, like a crab, just to be sure. Shuffle, shuffle. Keep moving or else the birth will be a long process.

A seal howls from the east and my heart knocks against my ribs. Tap, tap, tap. There she is. My seal. Nestled on a rock in the shallows. Her bloated belly spills across the rock; waves crash and splash her mottled grey coat. Her human-like eyes are on me. Eyes dark as my mother’s. Dark like mine.

Moss-covered rocks surround her as though she’s a tiny island in the sea, near the rocks spilling out into the Sound. Seals are a social mammal, frolicking in groups with their herd. My seal likes to escape for a quiet moment, away from her rowdy family. As a girl I liked to escape my brothers too, but once Mother left the island, there was no evading my responsibilities. Father reminded me of this often enough. It has been twenty years, and I still wonder if he cannot bear to look at me because I am so alike my mother. While I cannot change the way I look, I promised myself I’d not cause Father any further pain. I’d already lost my mother; I couldn’t bear to lose my father too. I vowed to stay away from the ocean.

A seagull circles above, squawks in greeting. The large great black-backed gull has a heavy yellow bill and flesh-pink legs. Seals are the eyes of the sea, but gulls are the eyes of the sky. Wherever there’s a seal on shore, a gull is not far away. When it’s pupping season a seal nursery will fill the rocky coastline. The gulls will stalk the herd and swoop at first sight of the afterbirth.

Satisfied that Henrye and Bessie have gone and with no husband or father here to tell me otherwise, I tentatively step towards the sea. It calls me. The bairn in my belly gives me the courage to dip my toes into the freezing waters. The waters I so much loved as a child, though I only dared enter them when the serpent breathed out, knowing the sea would always take me back to shore.

‘Always keep something for yourself,’ Mother told me. For her it was the sea. She’d swim every day, no matter the weather, cold or rain. It drove Father wild, but she did it anyway. Who could blame her? It was in her nature. My feet sink into the cool water. I glance back. My footsteps have been washed away, and I get a little thrill from knowing how fast the sea hides my secret.

She’s still here, her docile eyes watching me. As though she can see me, see through me. Right into the life that has formed within. She shakes and barks, a joyful bark. She nods back to the water. Swim, she dares me. Swim, like you did as a child. I shake my head. Water laps at my ankles. It feels like chains, heavy chains that could pull me under at any moment. The sea was freeing for my mother, but for me it incites nothing but fear. Uncertainty.

I could never. It is forbidden.

Still, I step towards her. Drawn by her energy, her silky skin and her docile eyes. The seal sings and it’s mesmerising. Keep moving. I shuffle forwards, closer and closer, water now lapping at my knees. If I went further, would my body remember how to stay afloat? I inch forwards, always moving, so as not to let the worries settle too deeply on my conscience.

Flapping wings and the trance is broken. The gull soars overhead, circles the seal. Screeches a warning. A masthead penetrates the blue of the Hoy Sound. I exhale in relief. Father’s boat! The men have returned on a fair wind, just as Bessie predicted. I bring the silver cloth to my lips and kiss it. ‘Thank you, Bessie.’ I inch forwards and then stop. I shouldn’t be here. I cannot greet them in the water. What am I thinking? Nae, I must get back. I wave goodbye. My seal dips her head. I flush with shame at her disappointment. I am not as brave as I once was, not like my mother. Things are different now.

I tiptoe back to dry sand, where the earth is firm and solid and safe. Predictable. My feet are numb and tingly. They wear the thrill of the sea. I scramble back up the sand banks to home. To wait for my husband. I banish all thoughts of cold water tugging at my ankles. The seal’s knowing gaze. Eyes so familiar, as if looking at my own.

Out with those thoughts. Nae, I must not become like my mother, yearning for the sea. Wanting what she could not have without sacrifice. Her betrayal is imprinted on my skin like an invisible scar. Each day since she left us, I have vowed not to make the same choice as she. I would always choose my family over the call of the sea. I will not succumb to the wildness. I will not lose control. I will wait for my husband as a good wife would do.

I sit upon the stone bench and salt tingles my skin, and I wait.





Two Malie

Something is wrong.

Feet stagger on gravel and hoarse, anguish-ridden voices carry on the breeze. I dash outside towards my husband. Johne’s arms drape across the shoulders of my father and my eldest brother, Patrik. Johne is limping. Something is tied around his leg and a dark patch is swelling outwards. He’s badly hurt. That wretched storm!

My brothers Jerome, William and Adame trail behind with the other fishermen, heaving a wagon of fish. They’ve walked all the way from the harbour wharf like this and brought the smell of the sea with them. There’s something glossy and grey in the wagon, too. My stomach churns as my seal tumbles back into my thoughts. Could it be her? The surge of panic brings me to a standstill.

‘Malie!’ Father bellows and the thoughts recede. A rush of anxiety propels me forwards, my gaze snagging on Johne’s leg and the bloodstained breeches. I mended them before he left. A rope is tied around his upper thigh, and I glimpse a flicker of curved ivory protruding from above his right knee. Is that a fishing hook?

‘What happened?’ I ask. Johne lifts his head; heavy eyes flicker open and closed. His face is as pale as a seal’s belly.

‘Make space for him, Malie,’ Father says through gritted teeth, hauling Johne higher up on his shoulder. ‘Ye’ll need to remove the hook.’

I retrace my steps to the solid stone structure I was raised in. A simple house, made of stone with a roof of turf, built to withstand the wind. I slip inside before the men, Mother’s words ringing in my ears. Be the first out of the house, the first one back in, don’t linger at the doorway or a long delivery will follow. I must do everything right, especially now I have conceived. I haven’t forgotten anything my mother told me when I was young. Her words circle on a loop in my mind because my memories are all that is left of her. When Mother was carrying Adame, she’d say worrying wasn’t good for the bairn. But what am I to make of this? Something bad happened at sea. Bessie warned me the men may never be the same again. She was right: Johne is hurt. How could she have known? The blood, the hook. I shudder. Try not to worry. Don’t upset the bairn.

My hand involuntarily cups my abdomen. Eyes pressed shut. My news must wait. I draw in a shaky breath, open my eyes. I clear the stone bench on the left side of the room and flick a sheet upon it. I can’t believe I even considered swimming in the sea. I don’t know what overcame me. I have responsibilities! My husband is badly injured and if I’d not returned when I did, I may not have been here to help him. What then? I shake off the worries as I collect Johne’s pillow from our bed, plump and soft, filled with seabird feathers. Seventy-two birds it takes to fill a pillow for my husband’s heavy head.

The men clamber in. The crunch of boots echoes, and there’s the thud of a body on the solid bench. I focus on what I need. Pliers, bandages, whisky. I collect the supplies from the stone cupboard carved by Father for Mother. What else did she use that time Patrik fell and spiked his lower leg on an oyster-ridden rock? Part of a shell had broken away and lodged deep into his skin.

Bird fat. Aye, to dress the wound. I collect the stone jar from the shelf and remove the lid. The men are sweaty and salty, tall, broad-shouldered, filling the space. This room was so big when my brothers were younger; now they loom in all the gaps. My breath catches. There’s not enough air for us all to share. In this moment I long for the open seaside. Father withdraws a glinting knife and cuts away a square panel in Johne’s woollen breeches before throwing it aside and tearing the linen braies underneath. I must patch those later; we do not have enough flax to make a new pair.

I clasp Johne’s hand and sweep damp hair from his forehead. He’s awfully pale. ‘Johne, what happened out there?’

He grunts and groans. ‘Selkies.’ He spits and then his eyes roll backwards. I look sharply at my father, but he only shakes his head. Nothin’ but danger out there…

‘Ye got everything?’ Father asks.

‘Aye,’ I say. ‘Aye.’ Feet shuffle beneath me: keep moving, don’t stay still. I inspect the wound, and my four brothers gather around the table, the three older fishermen Angus, Bernard and Duncan lingering at the doorway. I inspect Johne’s leg. It’s one of the older hooks, hand-carved from whale bone; the sharp point has pierced through layers of flesh, the splintered barb tearing the leg downwards.

It’s hard to breathe. Focus. I draw on an image of the expansive sky, the space and fresh air. Mother told me if you feel closed in, restricted, go to the sea, even if only in your mind. This soothes me now. If I’m there, then I can keep moving. The wild ocean is more freeing than the stifling blood and sweat of the men-filled cottage.

I loosen the rope and blood pulses out the wound. Father clears his throat. Aye, not the right thing to do. I tighten it again, but I don’t have the strength to do it as the men had before and blood swells out of the wound. It stains the sheet. Johne’s head sinks into the down pillow. I collect the whisky, tilt my husband’s head and tip it into his mouth. A couple of snifters of whisky will stimulate circulation. He coughs and splutters but lifts his chin for more.

I squeeze his hand. ‘This part will hurt.’

I pour the whisky onto the wound. He writhes and groans as I press down the cloth to soak up the blood. Jerome and Adame step forwards to secure him: I hold his knee with one hand and grip the hook with the other.

I close my eyes and imagine the swell of the sea. The rise and fall imprints in my mind and when I reopen my eyes I no longer see the men. Just something that must be done. Something that must be done well.

One. Two. Three. I twist the hook free in one slick movement. Muscle and flesh tears and Johne roars. His leg convulses and blood spills out, more spilling with each pulse. Like the flooding of the banks as the tide comes in. I clamp down on the wound with the cloth. ‘Pass me the sewing kit.’

It is my younger brother, Adame, who hands me the needle and linen thread. Jerome continues to hold Johne down. No one else steps forwards to help. They just stand there watching me. I bend the needle into an arc and douse it in whisky. I must suture the muscle layer and damaged tissue first. ‘Hold this together while I stitch it.’ His gulp is loud, his breath unsteady, but Adame does as I ask, as I know he will. I’ve been a mother to him since I was six years old. He was not yet four when our mother left. While the muscle laceration is not deep, it will affect Johne’s mobility and is at risk of infection.

I move on to the skin layer. Pinched flesh, jagged lines; not a clean cut. Johne’s scar will not be bonnie – something he ain’t likely to let me forget. The needle pierces the skin, down and back out the other side. Johne groans and the men hold him firm. I steal a glance at my husband; his teeth grit together and his eyes are pure fury. I am inflicting pain on him, humiliating him in front of his kin. I grip the needle. Nae. Nae, he’s not angry with me. I’m helping him, saving him. He’s angry at the pain, that’s all. I push away all thoughts of those eyes and his large hands, what they might do after the men go home.

There’s a low chatter as the men avoid looking at Johne, as the needle pierces and releases with each stitch. It takes longer than I anticipate because my fingers slip with the oozing blood. Adame leans in and dots the blood away with the red-stained cloth. It makes no difference: the sea of blood spills over again. I focus on the needle going in and out, in and out until I reach the end of the gash. I tie it off twice and step back. The stitch is good. Aye, it’s the best I can do. I smother it with bird fat, bandage the wound and then Adame slides a rolled blanket under Johne’s leg for elevation.

I breathe out, breathing out the ocean I’d been holding onto. Now, my hands shake – better now than earlier. They’re covered in blood. Under my fingernails and up to my elbows. Down my chest and all over my clothes. I lift my head. We are a sorry sight. Bloodstained, weary men. For one fleeting moment I feel I am one with them.

Adame whispers in my ear. ‘The sea spirits have left us. They were gone, Malie. The fish are gone. Not just in the shallows but in the deep too.’

My brother’s words are a winter mist, lingering in the air between us. The fish are gone. The fishermen rely on the sea spirits, whom they cannot see, but who watch over them. There was a decent catch in the wagon. Not as much as previous trips but certainly more than none. There has been nothing in the nets since early spring. The men have left for longer voyages since, venturing further and further into the North Sea. Father’s Yole is not ideal for distant fishing grounds and the frequent storms have made their work even more challenging.

‘The storm damaged the crops, too,’ I add in barely a whisper, careful to avoid meeting Father’s eyes.

Father growls as he brings his fist down on the stone table. Even Johne flinches, and he is barely conscious. ‘A’ight,’ Father barks and Adame steps backwards. ‘Out with ye.’

The men scramble, addressing my father, Neill, by name as they leave, eager to retreat home to their wives and bairns. They too will be fretting after the storm.

Adame holds my gaze. He looks at Johne, dozing on the bench, and back at me. ‘Take care, Malie.’

‘Send a message if you need me.’ Father leaves without a word more, knowing with no children and an injured husband, I have no means to send a message unless I deliver it myself.

Adame’s home is nestled between mine and Father’s with my other three brothers beyond in a neat line towards the harbour. Adame chose to be the wind break between Father and me. He has always been protective. He looks to Johne one final time before he marches out of the house. Then we are alone. The cottage had felt full and stifling but now it feels empty and cold.

The wagon is dragged back up the path. A bucketful of fish was left by the hearth to be cured and smoked. It dawns on me that the bucket – and not the wagon – is our ration from their fishing expedition. Six herring? The men were gone almost a month. I hold the stone wall to steady myself. How will we survive the winter? Not to mention our bairn. I finger the cloth in my pocket, the one that brought my husband back to me. Is it because I wanted a bairn so badly? I wished, I prayed, I begged to the heavens. God answered my prayer but is his price our crops and catch? Will the water, the sky and the land punish us?

My stomach is covered in my husband’s blood. Instinctively my hand shields it. It’s flat but I feel full, swollen with the news I must share. The metallic smell makes my stomach churn, and I swallow back an acrid taste in my mouth. Now is not the time to draw attention to myself.

I shake out a barley-coloured sheep’s wool blanket at my husband’s bedside; I’m startled by the grip of Johne’s hand on my arm. ‘Finnfolk did this. Yer nothin’ but trouble,’ he spits. His eyes lock on mine and I hold my breath.

Don’t stress the bairn, don’t stress the bairn.

‘Leave me be,’ he says, and I breathe once more. He releases my arm and his head lolls to the side. I cannot move him from the table. I tuck the seabird feather pillow back under his head and cover him with a blanket despite his groans.

Yer nothin’ but trouble. I shiver as I pull a blanket around me and warm my hands over the peat fire. What did he mean about the Finnfolk? Was he blaming them for his injury or the missing fish? Both? And what of the selkies? Is it possible my mother has returned?

Hand to belly again. Mother’s words whisper in the breeze. Keep something for yourself, Malie. When you’re married, when you become a mother, keep something for yourself.

I can’t keep it to myself forever, but as I watch over my husband shivering and twitching in a light but confused sleep, I have a thought: I will keep this to myself, for now. I can share it with Johne tomorrow. When he feels better.

Mother won’t mind if I keep more than one thing to myself. The wee bairn in my belly. And my seal, the one who sings to me. My thoughts return to the slippery grey skin in the wagon and my throat tightens. Nae, it cannot be her. Not my seal. I would feel it in my body if she were gone. Besides, the men all know better than to kill the seals. An expectant one at that. Or they’d face an untimely fate. Aye, if it’d been a seal they’d killed, they’d all be drowned and the boat lost.

A niggling thought: how did a hook end up in my husband’s leg? The men may not have been lost but something bad did happen at sea.

I drag inside the bucket of fresh water that Adame collected from the loch behind his property and left for us. I should get my dress and the cloths into some cold water before the blood sets. I get to work, scrubbing. I try to wash the worrying thought away, but it returns again and again like the unwavering tides of the sea.



Our front door is made of patched-together driftwood seized from shipwrecks or rejected by the sea and thrown up onto our pebbly shores. The door edges inwards and Bessie, bathed in silver light, startles me from troubled thoughts. She shuffles inside, a pot and a jar tucked in the crook of her elbow, and nudges the door closed behind her. With a fleeting glance at Johne, I scramble towards Bessie to relieve her of the load.

‘A pot of broth for yeh husband, and ale for both of ye.’

‘Oh, Bessie, you shouldn’t have. It’s late and cold out – you’ll make yourself ill.’

Bessie chuckles. ‘Och, I’m as strong as an ox.’ Shuffling with a slight limp, she scoops up two stone mugs from the shelf above the cupboard and with a twitching hand splashes ale into both, slurping hers back before passing me the other. I suppose there will be none left for Johne, but I accept it anyway.

‘How did you know about Johne?’ I ask, grateful for the warning, not that it prepared me any for the scene that unfolded since.

‘How did I noo? Henrye told me, love.’ Bessie sighs. ‘He’d been in toon and seen the men at the wharf, said yeh husband was in a bad way. Thought if he’s sick, and senseless, it’d be safe to visit ye.’

Before I can say I was asking how she knew before the men came ashore, Johne mumbles and groans from the table. I sip at the ale, which tastes nothing like the namesake of the grain used to make it. Meadowsweet makes for bitter ale, but it warms my throat and loosens my tongue. ‘I’m worried, Bessie. He’s badly injured, but there’s something else too. He’s talking about selkies and the Finnfolk and the sea spirits being gone.’

Bessie clucks her tongue and sets her mug aside. She warms her hands together and then circles them above Johne’s bandaged leg, as though she were moulding a beremeal dough. I step closer and stroke my husband’s shoulder. Bessie lays a hand upon his injury and Johne shivers beneath my fingertips.

Bessie scrunches up her face, deep in thought, and after a moment she pulls back. ‘He’s not going to die, Malie. He’ll be a’ight.’

‘How can you be sure, Bessie?’ I’m thinking not only of my husband but the bairn, and how we both need him to pull through this. To come back to us, whole. I’d do anything to start over. Things were fraught between us before he left.

‘I just noo.’ She claps her hands together. ‘Must be off now.’

I realise this is her first visit in the two years since I’ve been married to Johne. Her secret visits when I lived with my father ceased when he moved into his hut and Johne moved in with me. I have missed her. ‘Here,’ I say, pulling the silver cloth from my pocket. ‘This is yours.’

Bessie’s eyes crinkle. ‘Nae, you keep it.’

I shake my head, tucking it into her hand as she did with me on the shore. In this cloth, she gave me both hope and dread. It brought my husband back to me, but with this terrible injury and a new anger he thinks I’ve caused. ‘I cannot keep it.’

She tucks it into her coat and opens the door. A blast of cool air whips through the house. ‘Be back in the mornin’,’ she calls over her shoulder and hobbles away. The crunch of boots on gravel drowns in the waves of the wind.





Three Henrye

‘Hold it tight,’ Henrye tells his son. The drift net, spun from flax, was dropped from the pier in the early hours of the morn, where surface fish such as herring, mackerel and sprats once passed through frequently. The corks attached to the top of the line keep the net buoyant and the stone line sinkers weigh it down so the bait is not stolen by shallow feeders. ‘We’ll pull it in together.’

James grips the rope with an expression of fierce determination that traps Henrye in a cross sea of pride and angst. The pride comes from the great strength he sees in his son, a perseverance and resilience so necessary on this island. The angst is over his son’s incessant need to please him; he wishes he didn’t try so hard. His love for James is unconditional.

They haul in the net and sprawl it out on to the pier. There was a time when the line would be up to a mile long, and snoods with a hook were dropped off the net, baited with fish or shellfish. There were hundreds of hooks per line and it would take many early morn hours to prepare them. Most of the fishermen had ceased this method; it was too much work for too little reaping. Henrye rocks back on his heels. Empty. He has come to expect this, even though they’re more than halfway through herring season. There had been a time when the fish would get tangled in the nets by their gills, and all he had to do was collect them. A colony of seagulls squawk in flight but they don’t bother to circle the pier. Henrye keeps a neutral expression so he won’t worry James but, as usual, he underestimates his son’s cleverness.

‘Again? There’s nothing here. Papa?’

Henrye rests his arm on one of his knees. ‘Hmm.’

‘I can’t remember the last time we had a catch. What will we do?’

He lifts his gaze. ‘Don’t you worry about that James. That’s for me to figure out.’

‘What if the fish never come back?’

He grunts and pushes up on to his feet, dusting the sand off his knees. Henrye’s father was a fisherman, Henrye is a fisherman and so it goes that James will be a fisherman too. But how can one be a fisherman if there are no fish in the sea? Not in the shallows and not in the deep. They are surrounded by an ocean devoid of food.

‘We keep on doing what we’re doing. We focus on the kelp. Just like my Papa told us.’

It may be the only thing that keeps them alive during winter. He hopes to get his son off this island. One day. Somewhere not so isolated and dependent on the seasons. There is no future for them here.

The MacDuffies returned nearly empty-handed after rough seas and a ferocious storm. He’d seen the commotion when they’d disembarked. Something happened to Johne but he didn’t dare get close enough to find out what went on. Bessie told him about the injury when she brought them supper last night. He might’ve feigned disinterest but he did listen to every detail of her prattle. He couldn’t help himself. She’d planned to call round Malie’s on her way home. He’d not been keen on the idea, and told her so, but Bessie had her own mind and there was nothing he could do to convince her otherwise. A small part of him is relieved Malie has someone to check in on her. He worries about her when the men are away and she’s up in that house all alone. But he worries about her more when she’s not.

Henrye shakes off the nets, and all thoughts of Malie, of the past. He forces his stiff face into a smile and pats his son on the shoulder. James is his future, that’s what he must think of. ‘Son, let’s go home.’





Four Malie

Bessie arrives at dawn with a pocketful of stones. They clatter together like old Fergus Grahame’s teeth in the cold. He, like Bessie, lives alone in a hut at the northern end of the harbour, and they have equally little land and standing. I suspect she checks in on him regularly, just as she does with Henrye. The sea called to me all night, so it is a good thing she’s here, snipping the invisible thread that pulls me to the shore when I should be here at my husband’s bedside. I’ve not slept a wink. Every time I closed my eyes I saw that grey seal skin in the wagon; agonised over whether it was my seal. Adame’s whispers of missing fish. Johne blaming the Finnfolk. Selkies. I rose hourly to check his fever, frequently placing the back of my hand on his warm, dry forehead and encouraging him to sip water. Even now, after a fitful sleep, he remains pale, febrile and senseless.

Bessie lays her hand upon Johne’s injury once more and shakes her head. ‘’Tis the sea spirit lying upon him. We’ll fly it away.’

‘Sea spirit? Adame told me they were gone.’

Bessie shakes her head. ‘Nae, they haven’t gone. We’ve just forgotten how to listen.’

‘Can you help him?’ I ask, clasping my husband’s hand. Whatever he does when recovered, I am desperate to see him healed. I will keep my vows, I will make things right.

Deep-set wrinkles encircle her eyes. ‘Aye. I brought these.’ She retrieves the stones from her pocket one at a time. She holds up the first: speckled grey with a shiny finish. ‘A stone from commonty,’ she says, meaning the communal grazing area beyond the hill dyke. She places it beside Johne on the table and then from her pocket retrieves another: this one is large and shrouded in moss. ‘A stone from the seashore.’ She sits it beside the first and pats around in her pocket for the third – reddish pigment and a rough finish – which is set alongside the other two. ‘And this is from the kirkyard,’ she huffs. She must have trekked to the western side of the island where the kirk and burial ground overlook the beach. In winter, it is often heaped high with mounds of seaweed and crowded with flocks of seabirds.

My hands tremor as my fingers brush over them. I’ve heard stories about the three stones, how one can use them to cure sickness or evade death. Devilish witches preying on the vulnerable. A wave of nausea crashes upon me and I clasp my hands on the table. Bessie is fussing with a pot on the hearth, mumbling, and while she is distracted, I compose myself. Blurry vision gives way to clarity. My husband’s pallid face and uneven breath reminds me that time is against us, and while the stones are seen as devilry, they are also said to work. Again, I put thoughts of consequences aside for later.

The water bubbles and spits in the pot on the fire as Bessie drops the stones into the vessel one by one. We kneel before the hearth watching the flames crackle and dance, the peaty earthy smell circling us. Bessie hums an old tune in Norn, the Old Norse language of my forefathers. Mother knew a little of the language, but Father forbade her to teach us, speaking only in Scots. Humming gives way to silence while Bessie examines the pot. With a grunt of approval, she wraps the folds of her dress around her hands, removes the pot and then disappears outside to drain the water.

‘What do we do now?’ I ask as she re-enters the house and places the pot on the ground between us.

She uses the silvery wool cloth to scoop a scalding stone from the pot and places them both in my hand. ‘Put this stone behind the door.’

I don’t want to take part in this ritual and I am about to refuse her when Johne’s ragged breath from the bench quietens the fear. I must help him. Besides, the stone is too hot to dwell on, and so I do what Bessie tells me. The first stone is tucked behind the door, the second in the nook of the hearth and the third, now cooling, is tucked beneath Johne’s injured leg. Bessie pockets her cloth and instructs me not to touch the stones until she returns at nightfall. Then she leaves again.



My oldest brother, Patrik, and the youngest, Adame, visit midmorning. Adame places a pot in my hand and a warm linen bundle, sweet-smelling of bere bannock. ‘Elinor made brose: she wanted you to have it, knowing you’d be busy caring for Johne.’

‘Och, that’s kind of her.’ The men lift Johne and move him from the stone bench to the bed where he will be more comfortable. Oh! Do they see the stone I put under his injured leg? Not wanting to draw attention to it, I place the pot and the bread bundle on the stone cupboard positioned against the wall. I remove the lid and inhale the delicious-smelling food – a mixture of peas, beans, kale and barley. Overcome with hunger, I realise I was so caught up fretting over Johne that I forgot to eat last night. I unwrap the linen bundle and break open the end of the flat bread to savour its sweet nutty flavour.

‘Give my thanks to Elinor,’ I say, with a mouthful of bread. Adame chuckles while Patrik grimaces, repositioning Johne’s legs at a more natural angle on the bed. They’ve removed the torn woollen breeches so he’ll be more comfortable. I will repair them tonight with patchwork, so they are ready for him when recovered. Elinor is a young bride and gave birth to their bairn in the spring. Nicholas is a sweet wee boy with round, dark eyes like Adame’s and fair skin like Elinor’s. Father wouldn’t allow me to marry until all my brothers were wed. Adame, not even twenty-one, engaged the help of our brothers to build a modest stone cottage on the next property, securing a wife shortly afterwards. I suspect it was to free me of my duties and allow me to find a husband of my own. I’d waited long enough, and options were scarce. I was married the next spring at the age of twenty-three.

‘We’ll repair the sheep dyke on our way out,’ Patrik says. ‘You’ve lost a couple of lambs in the storm.’

‘Och,’ I say, swallowing the bannock. ‘How many?’ In all the fuss I’ve forgotten to check the dyke after seeing the sheep spilling out onto the shores to scavenge the seaweed. The corn is ruined, and we’ll lose more than half of the barley come harvest. With so few fish in the sea, we’ll need the sheep to survive the winter. I wrap the linen back around the bread, feeling another layer of appreciation for Elinor’s generosity.

‘Three,’ Patrik grunts as he departs the house. My stomach drops. That leaves only three lambs, twenty-six ewes and one ram. When we were married, Father gave us fifty sheep.

‘Will ye be all right here, Malie?’ Adame asks. His face hardens when his gaze lands on Johne’s sleeping form.

I link my arm through Adame’s and guide him away from my husband. ‘Aye, I’ll be fine here on my own.’

Adame makes a sound at the back of his throat. ‘I mean, once he wakes up, will ye be all right? He can get into a right temper, ye know.’

I purse my lips together. ‘He’ll be merry to see me, I’m sure. Ye were gone for weeks.’ He’ll have missed me and will be grateful for everyone’s help – I’m sure of it. Then there’s news of the bairn. ‘We’ll be all right. We will,’ I assure him.

Adame pauses at the door, allowing me to slip outside before him, a habit formed when we were children. ‘Has Johne said anything since we brought him to you?’ he asks, cocking his head back to the house.

‘He’s been mostly senseless. I wish he could tell me what happened.’

A flicker of emotion passes over my brother’s face. ‘Aye, nothin’ to worry about. Just a terrible storm, and Johne was in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

‘I don’t understand how a hook could’ve gouged him so deeply. What was he doing at the stern of the boat in that storm? Why didn’t he move somewhere safe?’

Adame pauses. ‘I saw all those marks on yeh arms over the summer, Malie. And on one of your eyes before we set sail. Father shouldn’t have let ye marry him.’

I suck in a breath. What has this to do with what happened to Johne on that boat? ‘Och. Don’t worry about me, brother. We’ll be all right.’ I place a hand over my stomach. Adame is kind to worry about me, but once Johne has recovered, we can start anew. Those thunderous moods will be behind us.

I try not to think about the night before he left. He wasn’t himself.

‘Adame!’ Patrik calls impatiently from up the path.

My kind younger brother wraps his arms around me in an awkward hug. It takes me by surprise as he hasn’t done so since my wedding day. ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispers, releasing me and turning to trudge along the path towards Patrik, leaving me confused about the nature of his apology.

‘Thank you.’ I wave but neither brother turns back. A wind whips up from the sea and a white-tailed eagle circles above the flock, eyeing off the last three lambs on the hill. My brothers will be sure to herd them into the dyke before they go. I let out a shaky breath as I retreat inside, shutting out the wind.

I pick up the feathery pillow from the stone bench and gently lift Johne’s head, nestling it beneath him. As I’m lured across the room towards the sweet-smelling bannock, my gaze rests on the stone on the bench: the reddish-tinged stone Bessie brought from the kirkyard. As if it were boiling in the pot once more, I juggle it between my hands and tuck it back under Johne’s injured leg, and draw the woollen blanket over his limp body to hide the devilish stone beneath.

Nightfall can’t come soon enough. I circle the hearth like the eagle in the sky, reliving my brothers’ movements from the bench to the bed and their subsequent hasty escape, returning again and again to the same agonising question: did they see the stone?



Bessie returns after sunset with a pot of food which she sets outside the door, declaring: ‘That’s for Henrye and peedie James. I will see ’em when I’m done here.’ She marches off with a vessel tucked under her arm before I can ask anything of her. An hour later, she’s back with the hem of her dress dipped in damp sand and the vessel filled with salt water that sloshes over the rim and splashes down her front.

‘Here, let me help you.’ I take the pot from her shaking hands and place it on the cupboard. She has walked from the northern end of the village, traipsing back and forth along the shore to see me. I must do something, if only to keep myself busy.

‘Ye have a dead lamb out there,’ Bessie says.

‘What? Another one?’ That leaves us with only two lambs! No fish, damaged crops and dwindling livestock. My breath hitches. How can we go on like this?

‘Aye, the
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