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      Leeds Magistrates Court 1998

      

      “This isn’t over, BITCH! I want my son,” shouted Darren as he was led away. He struggled against the restraints around his wrists and tried to pull away from the guards leading him from the courtroom but they were too strong for him, despite Darren’s huge frame. Spittle flew from his mouth as he continued his threats: face burning with rage.

      

      Kate stared at her ex-husband as he was led from the dock, before grabbing her bag and fleeing from the oppressive courtroom.

      

      “Kate, wait,” called DI Ziggy Thornes but Kate wasn’t stopping for anyone. Her desire to escape was all-encompassing, and drove her forward. Racing down the courthouse steps, she faltered for a second as she saw Ryan leaning against a plinth, cigarette hanging from the corner of his mouth. He casually waved but she ignored him.

      “Kate!” Ziggy was still chasing after her, urging her to stop or at least slow down but Kate continued on her way, ignoring the shouts. She hurried to the main road and jumped into the car that was waiting.

      Once inside she let out a deep breath. She turned to her son strapped into his booster seat. “You OK sunshine?” she asked, leaning through the gap and rubbing his leg. Joe nodded his head as he sucked furiously on the lollipop that was rammed firmly in his mouth.

      “Are you OK?” asked Fiona. Kate didn’t answer her sister immediately, not really sure what to say as Fiona pulled away from the kerb.

      Kate loosened the scrunchy that was holding back her unruly red hair and tried with little success to neaten it up. “I’m fine, I just need to get home.” Kate slumped down in her seat, breathing deeply in an attempt to calm her racing heartbeat and stop her hands from shaking.

      “So, what did he get?”

      “Four years.”

      “Shit, did you know?”

      Kate was instantly alert. “What do you mean ‘did I know’?”

      “That he would get that long?”

      Kate exhaled. “Oh right, yeah his solicitor said it might be longer though.”

      Fiona turned onto the ring road, heading towards North Leeds where Kate and Joe currently lived. “So, what happens now?”

      “I’m not sure. I need to get home. Ziggy is meeting me there.”

      With little traffic around, Fiona made the journey in no time and pulled up outside the two-bedroomed terrace that until recently had been home to Kate, Joe, and Darren. Fiona was shocked with how quickly events had progressed, but she fully understood Kate’s reasons for needing to leave.

      The three of them exited the car and made their way to the front door. Kate hesitated and turned to Fiona. “I think it’s best if we say goodbye now.”

      Fiona was taken aback. “Really? Don’t you want a hand?” She was reluctant to leave until she knew her younger sister and nephew were safe.

      “Yeah, honestly Fi. You’ve been brilliant and I can’t thank you enough but it’s for the best.” Kate was fiddling with the front door key, torn between wanting to enter the house and prolonging the goodbye to her sister. “Joe, give Aunty Fi a kiss, she has to go now.”

      Joe had been standing in the front yard, hopping from foot to foot. He was desperate for a wee, willing his mum to open the door. He stepped forward and threw his arms around his Aunt. Fiona leant down and kissed the top of his head whilst returning his cuddle.

      “Be a good boy for mummy OK?” She squeezed him a little tighter and Joe feared he would wee right there and then.

      “OK, I will.” He released himself from the bear hug and looked up at his mum. “I really need to pee.”

      Kate looked down at her son, smiled and opened the front door. Joe pushed past her and headed straight for the downstairs loo. She turned back to her sister. “Don’t cry Fi, if I start I’ll never stop.”

      Fiona shook her head and wiped her face with her coat sleeve. “Well I guess I’ll see you soon then?”

      “I’ll let you know when we’re settled.” Kate took a step forward and held onto her sister tightly not knowing when or if she would see her again. “Come on, go. You know we both hate goodbyes.” She playfully pushed Fiona away.

      “Please take care of yourself,” she whispered as she returned Kate’s hug then turned away.

      

      Kate pushed the front door open and stepped inside, closing it slowly behind her.  The glass pendant light in the hallway flickered into life, illuminating the narrow corridor which housed myriad shoes and discarded coats. The house felt empty, lifeless. She walked down the hallway and trailed her hand along the flowered wallpaper. The smooth journey of her fingers along the wall was interrupted with the fist-sized hole that had torn the paper and dinted the plasterboard. She studied it, as though it was the first time she’d seen it, which of course it wasn’t. It had been there for the last seven months. A lifetime ago, she thought.

      “Mum, I’ve finished,” came a little voice from the end of the hallway.

      Before Kate had a chance to respond there was a loud banging on the front door. “Just a second sunshine.”

      “Kate? Kate, are you there?”

      Kate recognised the brusque voice and the slight Liverpudlian accent and threw the front door open. “Of course I’m here, where the hell else would I be?” Tension and stress spilled over into her voice. She took a step back, allowing the imposing figure to enter.

      “Mum, I’ve finished!” demanded Joe again. At the sound of her son’s voice she softened.

      “OK sunshine, wash your hands then.” She turned back to the visitor and gestured for him to enter, closing the front door behind him. Kate led the way into the kitchen.

      “We don’t have much time I’m afraid,” said Ziggy.

      “Yeah, I figured,” replied a resigned Kate as she leaned her back against the cool granite worktop. She hadn’t realised how clammy her hands were. The cool surface felt good, providing an anchor to reality. Having removed her coat and hung it on the back of a chair she tugged at either side of her woollen grey cardigan and wrapped it around herself, hoping to find a sense of comfort and security.

      “How long do we have?” she asked.

      “30 minutes.”

      “Oh wow, you’re kidding me right?” Her Yorkshire accent coming out stronger for some reason. She wanted to slam the brakes on this rollercoaster ride she had unwittingly boarded with her son. Everything she thought she knew, everything she had believed in had been tipped on its axis and if she wasn’t careful even the tiniest piece of control would escape her grasp.

      “Fraid not,” said Ziggy. “You’ll just have to grab the basics and replace the rest but it’s imperative that we get a move on. There’s a car waiting outside for you.”

      Joe, having wandered into the kitchen, looked up at his mummy. “Where are we going?” he asked.

      “Good question sunshine,” said Kate as she pulled him to her and held him tightly.
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      Gairloch, Spring 2000

      

      Kate waited at the community school gates for Joe to finish his day. She said hello to some of the other mums and looked for her son’s face which was always beaming at her as he ran across the playground. He’d started at the school a few months after the relocation and he had taken to it instantly, making new friends and had even starting to speak with a soft Scottish burr. His comfort in his new surroundings had gone a long way to helping Kate feel settled.

      “Look mum!” shouted Joe before he had even reached the gate. He was waving a piece of paper over his head and grinning like a Cheshire Cat. “Can I go, can I go?”

      “Whoa there, hang on a second.” She braced herself as he threw himself at her legs and thrust the paper into her hands. “Let me see it first.” She knew exactly what it was, it had been the talk of the school gate for about a week and she had also overheard conversations from the regulars in the cafe. The annual school day out to Applecross was due over the Easter holidays, and it was the highlight of the school year.

      “It’s a trip to Applecross. Can I go?” asked Joe excitedly.

      “Well, we’ll have to see won’t we?” Kate took hold of her son’s hand, knowing full well she would let him go but she couldn’t resist the urge to tease him.

      “Aww mum, see about what?” he said, dragging out the vowels. He pulled his hand away sulkily. “That means I can’t go,” he huffed.

      “Well, let’s see. Can you keep your bedroom tidy?”

      “Yes.”

      “What about helping out with the washing up?”

      “Yes.” His voice was rising an octave with every answer.

      “And what about helping Jack tidy the café?”

      “Oh yes, yes, yes. Please mum, please. I’ll never ask for anything ever...” He was practically begging her. She glanced down at the boy who was now walking backwards in front of her so he could see her face.

      “Hmm I’m not sure...” But she couldn’t keep it up and started laughing whilst she ruffled his hair. “Of course you can go, but you still have to do all those things I mentioned.”

      He almost tripped them both up as he crashed into her.

      “Steady on, you’ll have us both over.” She pulled him from her and took hold of his hand once more but he wriggled free.

      “Can I tell Jack?” he asked, already starting to break into a run.

      “Yes, but go carefully,” she called after him. As Joe shot off, Kate followed at a slower pace. She was more concerned about him tripping over his own feet than busy roads or stranger danger; everyone knew everyone else in the small coastal village. Smiling to herself, she took the short walk back to the café knowing that Jack would be waiting for his wee pal.

      

      Jack Bruce was the owner of the only café in Gairloch, a Lochside village in the Scottish Highlands. He had taken over the run-down building after the previous owners retired and although he wasn’t getting any younger, he hadn’t wanted to miss the opportunity of making a few pence for his own retirement fund. A couple of weeks after arriving in the village, Kate had spent an entire day knocking on doors at the few souvenir shops, the local pub and various tourist attractions in the area, hoping for a part-time position that would top up her savings. When she was exhausted and just about to give up, she sat on the bench overlooking the Loch, gazing out across the vast expanse. Jack had joined her on the bench and after a wee chat he had offered her a position in the café. It wasn’t much, he had said, but to Kate it meant everything. A few months later he had offered her the little flat above and she had snapped his hand off. It was small and needed updating but anything was better than their previous accommodation above The Old Inn pub.

      

      Now, with Jack’s health not being what it was, he had offered her the chance to take over the café full-time, on a profit-share basis. She had been beside herself and, much to Jack’s embarrassment, had kissed and hugged him every day for a week. He had sensed that Kate was looking for security and, having no children of his own, he had taken both her and Joe under his wing. With his guiding hand he had helped them settle into the rhythm of Highland life and now they were an integral part of the small community. Breathtakingly beautiful, the Lochside resort nestled on the banks of Loch Gairloch with natural sandy beaches and crystal blue waters. Kate had now lived there through every season. When they had first arrived it had been the depths of winter, infinitely bleak with persistent rain, snow and howling winds. Before spring had poked its head through the clouds Kate had been ready to quit. She had chosen Gairloch as she had fond memories of family caravan holidays spent there when she was younger. She figured it was far enough away to not attract any attention to herself but when she’d visited before it had been summer and she wasn’t quite prepared for the isolation of winter. As the surrounding mountains had woken from their winter sleep, Kate felt her spirits shifting with the weather. The gorse bushes bloomed with their spiky yellow flowers and as the purple heather sprang forward, ready to start its new life, Kate had a sense of synchronicity and decided to stick it out. Moving Joe again would be too much for him she had thought, and now she had the job and flat she could build on the foundations and create the secure, happy home that she had always yearned for.

      

      She caught up with Joe just as he was charging through the café door, nearly knocking one of the regulars off their feet.

      “Hey, hey, hey steady on there young man, where’s the fire?”

      “Sorry Mr Wheeler,” called Joe as he headed into the kitchen.

      Kate apologised, but Mr Wheeler brushed it off. “It’s nae bother hen, no harm done.”

      Kate shook her head and held the door open to let Mr Wheeler and his wife through. She followed Joe into the kitchen at the back of the café where Gill, the part-time chef, server and all-round life saver, was piling Joe’s plate full of sausage and chips.

      “There you go wean, go find yourself a seat.” Gill was used to Joe taking over the café after school and she always had a plate of food ready for him.

      “Thanks Gill, what would I do without you?” said Kate, shrugging out of her coat and back into her work apron. “Has it been busy?”

      “Steady away, Jack’s been busy with his measuring tape and doing a lot of tutting and sighing. What’s that all about?”

      Kate laughed. “I’ve given him a list of jobs that need doing. I don’t think he’s too happy about it.”

      “Ach, yes that will explain it. Giving the place a do over then?”

      “Just a minor one before it gets busy in the summer. A new coat of paint and repairs to the floor and kitchen units, nothing too drastic.”

      “This place hasn’t changed in years. You’re a breath of fresh air Kate.”

      Kate had built a good working relationship with Gill who was as much a part of the furniture as Jack. Gill had worked at the café on and off since Jack had taken over the place years before, and Kate appreciated her hard work. She could turn her hand to anything, and the regulars loved her. Plus, her homemade cakes were a sight and taste to behold. Kate walked out into the front of the café and sat opposite Joe whilst he tucked into his tea.

      The little chime above the entrance tinkled and Kate looked up to see Jack. She smiled affectionately as he ambled into the café, wrapped up in his heavy waxed coat, cap in place and feet firmly encased in all-weather boots. He was rarely seen in anything else, even in the summer. He removed his cap and unfastened his coat.

      “Now then,” he greeted Kate in his usual brusque way, and tickled Joe on the back of his neck. Joe didn’t look up from his plate of food. He sat in the chair next to Kate and nodded his head towards Joe. “Hungry as ever then? That boy’s got a fair appetite.”

      Kate smiled affectionately. “I know, I have no idea where he puts it all.”

      Jack, not being one for mixing his words got straight to the point with Kate. “I’ve been doing a bit of measuring and weighing things up.”

      “OK,” said Kate, bracing herself in case Jack had had a change of heart.

      “There’s more to this DIY than meets the eye,” he explained. “If we’re going to do this then it needs to be done right.” He hesitated briefly whilst he rummaged in his pocket. He pulled out a scrap of paper that was covered with measurements and numbers. “So, I’ve had a word with Adam.” Adam was the local odd job man that Jack knew. “I’ve given him the list and he’s agreed to do the work.”

      Kate was taken aback. “Oh, OK, but won’t that cost money?” Though Jack wasn’t tight-fisted she didn’t want to see him out of pocket.

      Jack rubbed his hand across his wiry beard, once a fiery red but now heavily flecked with grey. Kate knew he always did this when he was thinking. “Aye, it will cost but will save you money in the long run and you’ll turn a profit quicker.”

      “But Jack, I can’t afford to pay for the work. I had planned on doing much of it myself, with your help of course.”

      “Nah, it’s too much lassie. I’ve agreed a deal with Adam and he’s starting on Monday.” Jack was very matter of fact and Kate knew better than to argue. When Jack made a decision he very rarely went back on it.

      “Oh right, that’s good then?”

      “Aye. Now that’s sorted can I throw this to-do list away?” He crumpled it in his hand.

      Kate laughed. “Yes of course, unless you want me to write you another one?”

      “Away with ya hen, I’ve enough to do without your lists.” He pushed back from the table. “Mighty Joe and I have things to do, isn’t that right wee man?”

      Joe took the last bite of his tea and nodded his head. “Aye.” ‘That Scottish accent,’ thought Kate.

      Joe left the table and followed Jack over to the huge windows at the front of the café that looked out onto the expanse of the Loch. He climbed onto the chair that Jack had pulled up for him and the two of them looked out with binoculars firmly in front of their eyes. Bird spotting had become a habit that the two of them enjoyed, and Jack encouraged Joe to keep a notebook full of the birds that they saw. Kate knew that they would be there until the light faded, so she left her seat and started to clear the tables.

      

      A lovely warm glow of muted orange light filled the café as the sun began to sink behind the mountains across the way. Kate looked through the windows and thought she would never tire of the view, or the feeling of contentment that settled around her. She felt a rush of love for her son, and for the old fisherman who had done much to bring peace to their lives.
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      From his position on the bench outside the local shop he had a clear view of the school gates. If they followed their usual routine, then Joe would come rushing out of the school gates and Kate would be there waiting. He knew he needed to time his approach carefully. Too soon and all his plans would be for nothing.

      He couldn’t believe his luck at first. Having abruptly left Leeds to return home a couple of weeks ago, it was only by chance that he’d overheard barmaid Janice gossiping with the locals. He’d quizzed her afterwards and was convinced they were talking about Kate and Joe. A few days of snooping and he was 100% certain that it was, in fact, them. He hadn’t given either of them much thought since the court case. He knew she’d moved away, and he had no idea where, but he also had no feelings either way. Their affair had been brief, and a massive mistake, but it had all worked in his favour in the end.

      What were the chances of them turning up in his home village? He knew Kate had holidayed there as a kid; she’d told him one day when they talked about their past. They’d laughed at the coincidence, Kate believing it was a sign, one that he quickly dismissed.

      Right now, the biggest question he had was what to do with this piece of good fortune. That he would profit from it there was no doubt. He had enough over Kate to ruin her new life, and he wouldn’t hesitate to use what he knew to his advantage. But Kate was smart, so he knew that he had to think carefully.

      He watched closely as Joe came running across the playground, waving a piece of paper above his head. He saw Kate take his hand and turn to leave the school grounds. His eyes followed them as they headed back towards the harbour and into the café. Flicking his cigarette into a nearby puddle, he left the bench, mind working overtime, convinced there was a way to manipulate the situation he found himself in.

      

      Back at The Kingfisher, his family home until he’d left at 15, Ryan let himself into the rear entrance and had hoped to sneak upstairs without attracting his dad’s attention. Too late, Len was stood there waiting for him.

      “Where the hell have you been?” he demanded.

      “Out,” said Ryan, offhandedly. He was sick of his father already. He’d always been a bully, and despite his age and ill health he still thought he was the big man. When Ryan had phoned up out of the blue and asked if he could stay for a while, it had worked out well for Len. He was due in hospital for a knee operation and had been fretting over what to do with the pub whilst he was out of the game.

      “You were supposed to help with the beer delivery,” snapped Len, following his son as he headed upstairs to the flat above the pub.

      “Yeah? You should have said.”

      “I did say, you useless piece of shit. I knew it was a mistake letting you back here.”

      “Whatever.” He paused. “I’ll sort it out in a bit.”

      “Do it now. The barrels are off.”

      ‘Oh for fuck’s sake,’ he thought. All he wanted to do was figure out how to approach Kate but he knew his dad wouldn’t let up so he turned and pushed him out of the way, heading for the cellar.

      Len limped along behind him. Years of bar work and standing on his feet all day had taken its toll on his knee and he would be glad when he’d had the op. Ordinarily, Ryan would be the last resort he would ever turn to for help. Their relationship had always been strained. Ryan’s mum had died when he was 13 and his behaviour, which had never been perfect, went from bad to worse. His older sister Molly had been a breeze to raise and though losing their mum had been hard on all of them, Molly had stepped up and taken on much of the work that she used to do. When Molly met Steve at 18 she’d moved out and now lived over in Inverness, only visiting occasionally and speaking to Len maybe once a month. Len had no worries about Molly. She was a sensible girl, a loving mother and though he thought her husband was a bit of a prick she seemed happy enough. He’d told her about the knee operation, but she was yet to learn that Ryan would be running the place. Len knew she’d disagree, but he really had no choice. He made his way to the top of the cellar steps and watched as Ryan rotated the barrels and moved the new stock.

      “Keep the new stuff separate, and make sure you’ve connected the barrels properly,” he shouted down.

      Ryan closed his eyes and muttered under his breath. He’d been doing cellar work since he was old enough to lug a barrel, he didn’t need constant supervision. And he was 27, not 15.

      “Hurry up and get into hospital or I’ll put you there myself, ” he seethed under his breath. Once he’d finished, he headed behind the bar to grab a wee snifter out of Len’s view.

      “Don’t be drinking the profits.” It was Janice, and Ryan inwardly flinched. He couldn’t stand the woman and had no idea why his dad still employed her. He had wondered if there was more between them than Len let on. He shuddered at the thought and totally ignored her.

      “You’ll no be doing that when your pa’s out of the way.” Her thick Scottish accent, and whiny voice went right through him, setting his teeth on edge.

      He turned and looked at her. ‘She would need bringing down a peg or two,’ he thought. As if she could read his mind, she backed away and made a show of cleaning the glasses.

      Reaching for his jacket, he headed back outside for a smoke and some time to think.

      

      His chance came a few nights later. After another blazing row with his dad, Ryan had set off walking to the local shop for some cigarettes. As he walked along the uneven grass verge, the weather had taken a turn for the worse, and with only a thin denim jacket on he had quickly been soaked through. He could hear an approaching car, and in the vain hope it was a local not some hapless tourist, he stuck out his thumb.

      

      Lady Luck was definitely smiling on him.
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      The Highland weather never failed to amaze Kate. When she’d set off to drop Joe at Cubs it had been dark and overcast. Less than thirty minutes later it was like the end of the world was on its way. Dark, stormy clouds had advanced and descended quickly. She was grateful she knew these roads or she would have become disoriented and lost. Despite using her headlights on the Ford Fiesta she’d recently purchased, she could barely make out the road ahead.  She switched to full beam and leaned forward to peer through the windscreen.

      “What the hell,” she muttered. Some poor sod had been caught in the storm and was walking along the grass verge. She flashed her lights, slowed down, and pulled over. She beeped her horn, the sound somewhat lost in the melee but it was enough to attract the attention of the figure which stopped and turned, heading towards her.

      Kate leaned over to open the passenger door. The wind was howling, it was raining sideways and although she could barely make out whether it was a male or female at the side of the road, she knew it would be someone local. It was a common enough occurrence for her not to worry about it being a stranger.

      The grateful figure stepped forward and practically threw themselves into the car. “Good of you to stop. I thought I was stranded there for a minute.”

      “It’s no bother. The storm came in pretty quickly. It’s like the end of days.” Kate indicated to pull away from the verge.

      The stranger laughed. “Do you often pick strangers up from the side of the road?”

      “Haha, no but I figured you might be a local. Are you from round here? Your accent doesn’t seem local?” Kate was seriously regretting her decision to stop.

      “Erm, kind of...”

      The passenger had brought in the rain and chill of the night with him and Kate shivered. She felt a sense of recognition but couldn’t quite put her finger on it. “Where are you from?” she asked.

      Ryan couldn’t believe that she didn’t recognise him but he played along. “I’m from here originally but I’ve been living in Leeds.”

      “I thought I detected a bit of Yorkshire. Wait...” She glanced sideways. “Ryan?”

      “Haha, I wondered when it would dawn on you.”

      “What the hell... how...” Kate was speechless. She’d last seen Ryan on the final day of the court hearing, hanging around the court steps. As memories slowly clicked into place, her hands started to shake. Heart pounding, she moved from recognition to anger in a split second. She swerved violently and pulled haphazardly onto the side of the road. “What the actual fuck? What are you doing here?” She removed her seatbelt and despite the lashing rain, she opened the car door and got out. “Get the fuck out of my car now!” she yelled above the cacophony of noise that swirled around the hills.

      Ryan leaned over into the driver’s seat and shouted something but Kate couldn’t hear for the pounding in her ears. Rage, shock, and fear took over.

      “I want you out of my car now!” she screamed again, shaking with anger. Reluctantly Ryan did as she demanded and stepped into the monsoon.

      “Come on Kate, don’t be like that.” He headed around the front of the car towards her but she backed away.

      “Oh no you don’t Ryan, stay away from me.”

      Ryan carried on forward, relentless. “Kate, what’s wrong with you?”

      “Seriously? You seriously don’t know?” Kate fumed. “Tell me why you’re here? How did you find me? Why did you...”

      Ryan moved closer to Kate and reached forward, pinning her arms to her side. She struggled furiously and lashed out, but Ryan was much bigger and stronger than Kate and he soon had her gripped to him. “You were always a bit of wild cat. Will you calm down and listen to me?” Ryan risked losing his grip and held her by the forearms. “And for God’s sake let’s get back in the car, we’re getting soaked.”

      Reluctantly Kate shrugged free of Ryan’s grasp and sat back in the driver’s seat, slamming the door to vent her anger.

      “Jeez,” said Ryan. “It knows how to rain up here, I’d almost forgotten.” He shivered as icy droplets found their way down the neck of his collar.

      Kate was shivering too and not just because of the rain. Part of her past, the one she’d tried so hard to escape was sitting right next to her. She didn’t know what to think as she sat gripping the steering wheel and rested her head on the curve. The shock of seeing his face and hearing his voice brought back painful memories. Unbidden tears started to mingle with the raindrops on her face and merged to spill onto her soaking wet jeans. Next to her, Ryan was rooting around in the glove box looking for a tissue. His hand found an old crumpled pack at the back.

      “Here, take this,” he offered, shifting around in his seat so that he was facing her as much as he could in the confined space.

      Kate took the proffered tissue and wiped her face. Pulling herself together she looked at Ryan fully for the first time. “What do you want Ryan? Why are you here?”

      Ryan went on to the explain that he had returned home at his dad’s request. “So whatever else you’re thinking I am genuinely here to help out at the pub.”

      Kate listened but was skeptical. Part of her wanted to believe he was genuine. She had always felt a connection with Ryan that she hadn’t with Darren. Kate breathed heavily in and out in an effort to try and think straight. Ryan reached for her hand that had fallen into her lap. She let him hold her fingers lightly in his hand. “It’s just a bit much to take in Ryan. I don’t know what to think.”

      Ryan, pleased that she didn’t pull away, gently massaged her freezing cold fingers. “I knew you’d be shocked, I’m sorry. Meeting you worked much better in my head.”

      Kate’s head snapped up. “What does that mean?”

      Realising his mistake, Ryan tried to backtrack. “I didn’t know it was you in the car.”

      “But that doesn’t make sense. How long have you known I’m here?”

      “Only a couple of days. I heard some regulars at the pub talking about a Yorkshire woman taking over Harbour Café, and though it was chance in a million I asked a couple of questions and thought it might be you. I saw Joe coming out of school and it all just clicked into place.”

      “You’ve been watching me?” Kate was incredulous.

      “Not watching exactly. I just wanted to make sure it was you.”

      Kate pulled her hand away. “So you planned this?”

      “No. Not like this I promise.” Ryan took her hand again. “I promise Kate, but once I knew it was you, I couldn’t just walk away. You know what we had together. Wasn’t it you that always talked about signs?”

      Kate was slowly pulling herself together using the now-ratty tissue to wipe away the remaining tears. She looked up at Ryan, searching his face for... she didn’t know what.

      “Look, why don’t we start again?” he said earnestly. “Why don’t you drop me in the village and I’ll give you my number? That way you can contact me in your own time, whenever you feel ready?” Ryan rooted round in his pocket and pulled out a scrap of paper that had miraculously stayed dry despite his jacket being soaked. He passed the piece of paper over to Kate and reluctantly she took it from him.

      

      Without looking at what was written on it she shoved it into the back pocket of her jeans, restarted the engine and didn’t speak another word.
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      Kate pulled into the allocated parking space opposite the café and got out of the car. She’d dropped Ryan off in the village and her head was still spinning. She had so many questions, and a complete mix of emotions. She could see through the café window that the lights were still on and Jack was inside. She couldn’t face anyone just yet. She had to get a grip on herself and process what had just happened with Ryan.

      She felt claustrophobic which, considering she was sat on a bench facing the vast expanse of the loch, made no sense but she could feel it. That familiar feeling; knot in her stomach, clenched fists, toes curling inside fur-lined boots. She tugged her hood up over her beanie hat and leaned forward, breathing deeply. The rain had abated to a steady icy drizzle, each drop feeling like a needle point on her face. The bench she sat on had been damp and her bum felt wet and numb. The wind still whirled around her, finding gaps in her coat, sending shivers down her spine. She shifted her position, turning her back to the café. Behind her, crunching footsteps approached and she knew who it was. Jack sat down alongside her, completely ignorant as to whether he was welcome or not. In truth, Jack wouldn’t have cared. They sat in silence for a few minutes, each lost in their own thoughts. After a while Jack made to move.

      “Are you coming inside hen? You’ll catch your death if you stay out here.”

      “Just five minutes Jack and I’ll be in. Just need to clear my head.” She was touched by her friend’s concern.

      Jack slowly stood up, the icy wind playing hell with his arthritic joints. He gently placed a hand on Kate’s shoulder as he turned to walk away. “Whatever you’re looking for lassie, you’ll no find it out there.” He trudged back up to the café and Kate heard the door close behind him.

      

      Jack pondered Kate’s mood. It was strange for her to be so distant with him. He admired Kate. She was a determined young woman who clearly adored her son. He didn’t know what had happened in Kate’s past, and it wasn’t really any of his business. She had made it clear that it wasn’t up for discussion and he respected that. Kate was a hard worker and he had never regretted offering her a job and subsequent share of the café. He knew she wouldn’t let him down. Offering her the upstairs flat had done them both a favour. A pub was no place to raise a young boy in his opinion and he’d been debating what to do with the place for a while so it had all worked out well. It helped that Jack thoroughly enjoyed the company of young Joe and he had found himself getting more attached as time went on. The three of them had formed a close bond and Jack felt protective of them both.

      He shrugged out of his coat just as Kate re-entered the café. “Ah, there you are.” He helped Kate with her coat and took her over to meet the stranger standing at the counter with a tape measure. “Kate, this is Adam,” Jack introduced the two.

      “Hi Kate,” said Adam. “I think we’ve met before at The Kingfisher.” He reached forward to shake Kate’s hand. She started at the mention of the pub and felt the colour drain from her face.

      “Ah, right. I thought you looked familiar,” she managed to reply.

      “Me and Adam have been going through your list and he reckons it will only take a couple of weeks,” said Jack.

      “Aye, there isnae much that needs doing though the electrics need a bit of an update. When do you want me to start?” He addressed the question to Kate but received no reply. He looked over at Jack. Jack shook his head. Kate had wandered over to the window. “Kate?”

      “What? Oh sorry, I was miles away. What did you say?”

      “When would you like me to start the work?” Adam asked again.

      “Oh, erm... Monday?” She looked over at Jack for acknowledgment that was OK with him.

      “Aye,” answered Jack. “That’s fine with me. Just let me know if you need anything.” He walked Adam to the door and they said their goodbyes. Jack went to stand by Kate at the window. “Not having second thoughts are you hen?”

      “No. God no, not at all.” Kate felt guilty for not giving Jack her full attention. “I’ve just had a bit of a shock that’s all.”

      “Oh right. Anything I can help with?” Jack wasn’t sure what or how he might be able to help but he was always willing to lend an ear.

      “No, not really but thank you. I bumped into an old friend today and it’s taken me back a little. I’m not sure what to do or think.”

      “An old friend? Around here? I thought you didn’t know anyone around here?”

      “No, I don’t. He’s here helping out in the family business for a short time. I did know he was from around here but I never imagined for second I’d bump into him.” Kate sighed and sat on the nearest chair. “It’s just a bit of a shock that’s all.”

      “And what’s he doing in Gairloch you say?”

      “He’s helping out in his dad’s pub, The Kingfisher?”

      “Oh, he’s Len Albright’s boy then is he?” Jack knew Len from way back, and used to be a frequent visitor to the pub.

      “Erm... I think that’s his surname. We weren’t particularly close friends or anything to be honest.” Kate wanted to play down her friendship with Ryan in case it raised too many questions. “Well, anyway.” Kate stood up and put her coat back on. “I need to go collect Joe. Thanks for sorting things out with Adam.”

      Jack took that as his cue to leave also and collected his own jacket from where he’d thrown it over the table earlier. “Right you are then. See you tomorrow,” he called cheerily as he left the café.

      As he took the short walk back to his cottage he couldn’t help but feel something wasn’t quite right. He ‘had a feeling’ as his Annie used to say. He thought back and could remember stories about Ryan Albright. Of course, Ryan had only been a kid back then, but Jack remembered the youngster was a bit of a troublemaker who’d been kicked out of school at 15 and had left for England shortly afterwards. And now he’d turned up in Gairloch and there was no doubt that Kate was thrown with his reappearance. As he trudged along he decided to give it some more thought but he felt unsettled and hoped it was nothing more than coincidence.

    



