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To my mum Anne who gave me the greatest gift of all by introducing me to a lifelong love of books.
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Prologue



Orkney, 2004


Freya was the only person Evie trusted to help and who wouldn’t bombard her with questions. In a blind panic, she got in her car and drove to Freya’s house.


The driving rain lashed down on the windscreen, but the noise was drowned out by the sound of Evie’s laboured breathing and beating heart.


When she arrived at Freya’s, the lights were off, but she could see a glow from the dying fire. Outside, Evie took a moment to try to think. She couldn’t tell Freya the whole story, she just couldn’t. She burned with guilt and shame.


She pushed open the door and called for Freya, her voice sounding like a lost lamb.


‘Evie?’ said Freya, coming into the hallway in her dressing gown. ‘Evie, what on earth is the matter?’ Evie flung herself into Freya’s arms, sobbing and almost incoherent.


‘Freya, I need your help. Please. I need to get away.’
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Orkney, 2024


Maybe the plane will fall out of the sky, and it will all be over. No more pain and no more guilt. Evie was only half kidding. She didn’t really wish a horrible death on herself and her fellow passengers on the short flight from Dundee to Kirkwall, she just didn’t want the flight to land in Orkney at all.


Yet here she was, travelling north against her better judgement and with ice in her stomach. She looked down through the tiny window at the choppy grey sea and felt a deep sense of dread. She had been terrified of water ever since she was a little girl and all of her life the sea had meant tragedy and trauma.


She shuddered as the thoughts tumbled through her head. This is a massive mistake, everyone is going to find out exactly why I left in the first place and they won’t be able to forgive me, and why should they? I can’t even begin to forgive myself.


The pilot announced they were coming in to land. Racked with nerves, Evie clumsily grabbed her handbag to place it under the seat and her phone tumbled onto the floor.


The one member of the cabin crew in a cheery red tartan uniform picked it up and asked if she was OK. Evie nodded but wished she could tell this kindly woman all her fears and worries.


Looking at her phone she thought of all the unanswered calls and texts from Jeremy. She hadn’t told him where she was going, and he’d be pacing the floor of their London flat. She pushed thoughts of him away – it was just too exhausting and draining.


Evie was only thirty-eight, but she looked so much older. Her once-bright green eyes were dull with pain, her skin dry and sallow, and her fair hair was scraped back into a greasy ponytail. She had a wide, generous mouth that was made for smiling, but these days was usually downturned or tight with stress. She was too thin for her frame and sat with her shoulders hunched as though she was waiting on an insult or a slap. Her mother would have told her tartly that she had ‘let herself go’.


As the plane began its descent, the sun broke through and the islands of Orkney stretched out below, glinting like fat mermaids covered in emeralds. The grey sea had turned azure and turquoise, lapping onto bone-white beaches merging into impossibly vivid green fields. Evie felt her heart being squeezed.


I’d forgotten just how beautiful it is here, she thought. There’s nowhere like it in all the world. That’s why it was so hard to leave and to stay away for so long. But now she had no choice but to come back. She hoped it wasn’t too late. She had to ask her father for forgiveness – and face her sister and her mother.


Old wounds would be opened, but she couldn’t run away from her past any more.





2



Orkney, 1960


Cara was from the island of Hrossey and – like all the children scattered throughout the northern islands of the Orkney archipelago – she had to leave her home at the age of fourteen to finish secondary school in Orkney’s capital, Kirkwall, living in a hostel and going home on the ferry most weekends.


She was a tiny little teenager, with fair dandelion-clock hair and enormous brown eyes in a sharp little face fizzing with energy and curiosity.


Her mother, Sheila, said she’d come out of the womb shrieking ‘Why?’ and had never stopped asking questions ever since. Some of them had been harmless – ‘Why couldn’t she have a pet seal and keep it in the house? Why did she need to go to bed when it wasn’t even dark? And why did she even have to go to school in the first place?’ – but when she was five years old, she’d piped up in the middle of the queue in Linklater’s (the shop on Hrossey, which sold everything) demanding to know: ‘Why was Mr Linklater staggering about on the beach yesterday singing to himself? Why were his eyes all funny?’


There was a deafening silence in the shop, and behind the counter Mrs Linklater’s mouth turned itself into a cat’s bottom. Cara’s mother felt her face burn fiery red. This was even worse than those dreaded hot flashes she’d been trying to ignore for months now.


Everyone knew poor Mr Linklater would go on the occasional bender when he was driven to distraction by his prissy wife and demanding bairns, and he would be made to pay dearly for such behaviour, but they chose to ignore his antics because he was such a harmless soul and they felt sorry for him.


Sheila left her grocery basket on the floor and bundled her daughter into the street.


‘Don’t ever ask questions like that again,’ she said to Cara.


‘Why?’ Cara fired back as usual.


Sheila sighed. ‘They make people uncomfortable.’ Sheila felt that although Cara was only a child, she knew exactly what she was doing and it was all about being the centre of attention.


It was quite some time before her mother took Cara back into the shop, bribed with the promise of sweeties if she promised to keep quiet. That tactic worked, but it didn’t stop the little girl asking questions all the way home, even though she seldom listened to the answers.


‘Why,’ Cara demanded to know, ‘was her best friend Anne Marie’s big brother Magnus wearing his mother’s dresses when she went over to play at their house? And why did he always want to be with the two of them instead of playing with the boys?’


Cara took a real dislike to Magnus and always made fun of him at school, mimicking his voice and mannerisms, and encouraging the rest of the bairns to call him a ‘jessie’. She didn’t seem to care how much it hurt both Magnus and Anne Marie and that most of the others thought she was downright mean for picking on Magnus, who was sweet, funny and kind. She was friends with Anne Marie because the two of them happened to sit beside each another in the classroom, but they gradually drifted apart, mainly due to her unkindness towards Magnus.


As she grew older, Cara had a knack for alienating most of the people who started off on her side, but everyone on Hrossey felt sorry for her and cut her a lot of slack because she had grown up not knowing her dad.


Cara’s mum and her father had met late in life. James worked on the fishing boats off the Scottish mainland in Fraserburgh and came to Orkney to attend a monumentally drunken stag do for one of his mates. Sheila was working in a bar in Stromness at the time, and the two of them struck up a conversation.


They clearly did a helluva lot more than talk, and just under nine months later Cara was born. James wanted nothing to do with his daughter. As far as he was concerned, she was the result of a barely remembered one-night stand, but he did at least pay child support. Sheila went back to Hrossey where no one judged her, apart from a couple of old biddies who tut-tutted about her not being able to keep her legs together, but their gripes were soon drowned out, and everyone else quietly rallied round to help.


James was rarely spoken of and even Cara eventually stopped asking questions but, as a child, she would make up stories about him being a rich and famous movie star who would return to take his beloved daughter to Hollywood where she would eat ice cream all day and wear pink, sparkly dresses and spangly high-heeled shoes.


Cara was happiest with her own company. She arranged her books in alphabetical order. Her toys were always put away, and her room so neat and tidy it was as though no child actually lived there. Her mum’s sister, Cara’s aunty Betty, said it was all highly unnatural. Her own gaggle of wild red-haired daughters made her want to tear her hair out with the state of their bedrooms and their messiness, but she would rather pick up their dirty clothes from the floor every single morning than deal with the complicated, tightly wound Cara.


Cara drove her mother and teachers to distraction with her restless energy and feverish questions, especially when she paid no heed to their patient answers. There were sighs of relief when she left to finish her education in Kirkwall. Unlike many of her homesick fellow pupils, Cara relished the freedom. She desperately wanted to get away from her mother, and from Hrossey, where she wrongly believed people looked down on her because she didn’t have a dad.


Teenaged Cara, with her flushed good looks and vital energy, was popular at first among pupils at Kirkwall Grammar School, who were amused by her ability to ask the most cheeky and personal questions – even of the teachers. The girls wanted to be her friend and the boys wanted her to be their girlfriend, but she had already made her choice.


She had her eye on Duncan, a big bear of a boy with hands like shovels and a shock of angry black hair that stood to attention, but he had the kindest brown eyes, and, despite his size, he was gentle, kind and very shy.


When Duncan was just ten years old, his father had died in a car crash, and the sorrow and responsibility of being the only child taking care of the farm and his mother, was etched on his face, making him look sadder and older than his years. He’d adored Cara since they first met in school, and he vowed there and then she was the girl he would marry.


All he had to do was screw up the courage to ask her out. He practised what he was going to say to her over and over again, but, when it came to striking up a conversation with Cara, he blushed brick red and couldn’t string a sentence together.


Cara saw how kind Duncan was, helping his widowed mother on their small farm, and how hard he worked, getting up brutally early to do the milk run before school, but what really made her mind up was when the class went to the beach for a picnic on the last day of term and she saw him in his swimming trunks. She was hugely impressed by his muscular body as he plunged into the sea.


Cara stuck to paddling up to her knees in the cold water but shouted to Duncan that she didn’t want to get her feet all covered in sand, so he effortlessly gave her a piggyback and she clung to him like a koala bear as he carefully placed her on her fluffy towel on the grass above the beach.


She thanked him for being such a gentleman, whereupon he blushed furiously, mumbled something incoherent and ran back into the water to cool off.


Duncan was just so bashful he couldn’t find the courage to tell Cara how he felt. So, she decided she’d have to be the one to make the first move. Her campaign began by asking Duncan for a share of his massive lunches, packed with such loving care by his mother.


As they munched on fat ham-and-cheese sandwiches thick with butter, Cara asked him endless questions about the farm and his plans for the future, gradually winkling him out of his shell.


She knew she’d enjoy complete freedom with Duncan, and he’d always let her have the upper hand, and also realised he would forever take great care of her, and they could build a good life together. Cara was so tiny that Duncan could lift her off her feet without the slightest effort and circle her waist with the span of his big hands.


The two of them sneaked kisses in the school playground and walked around Kirkwall hand in hand, Cara chattering endlessly and Duncan beaming with pride at the wonderful prize he had on his arm. When she visited the farm, Duncan’s mother tried to fatten Cara up with glasses of creamy milk and home cooking. She was happy her shy, hardworking son had fallen for someone so full of life who brought noise and energy into their quiet lives.


As for Duncan, he couldn’t believe his luck that this glorious, clever, vital young girl had actually chosen to go out with him of her own free will, and never believed he was worthy of her.
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Kirkwall airport, 2024


Evie walked down the few steps of the plane and had to grip the handrail. She felt emotional and lightheaded to be back breathing fresh, clean Orkney air. Her knees buckled and she almost crashed into the bulky backpack of the man in front of her, but somehow managed to stumble down onto the tarmac.


She staggered the short distance into the terminal building but could feel herself losing touch with reality. Nauseous, her head swimming, and finding it increasingly difficult to breathe, she slumped to the floor. The man with the backpack managed to catch her and break her fall, and everyone rushed to try to help.


‘Give her some room,’ he said. ‘The poor lass, she’s as white as milk.’


Evie slowly opened her eyes and looked into the concerned face of the man holding her and saying everything was going to be OK. Her chest was tight, and she was struggling to take a breath.


‘My inhaler. It’s in my pocket,’ she whispered. ‘I’m so sorry for all this fuss.’


‘Don’t be daft. My sister is asthmatic. I’m used to this. You just take your time.’


The airport first-aider was quickly by Evie’s side.


‘Look,’ said the man. ‘Don’t worry. This lovely medic is going to check you over.’


She vaguely registered that he had the kindest blue eyes and a reassuring gentle Irish accent. She took a big puff of her inhaler and started to feel less panicky. The colour came back into her face, and the world slowly regained focus. The kind-eyed man had unruly black hair, was slim and wiry with an outdoorsy tan and just handsome enough not to be intimidating.


His checked shirt needed an iron and was frayed at the collar, his chinos were faded and worn, and he’d obviously walked miles in his scruffy hiking boots.


‘Can I get you a cup of tea?’ he said. ‘That might help.’


‘No. I need to get to the Balfour Hospital as quickly as possible,’ Evie whispered.


‘Do you feel that bad? I’ll take you, don’t worry. I’ve hired a car and the hospital is only about ten minutes away.’


‘No, it’s not me. I’m fine. It’s my dad.’


Evie could feel the tears threatening to choke her as she realised she might already be too late to see her father. She hoped she would be in time to say goodbye. She owed him that much at least.


‘Look. Let me take you. I’m Finn by the way.’


‘Evie. And thank you so much.’


As always on Orkney the keys were left in the hired car’s glove compartment, so, after making sure Evie was comfortable by taking an old jumper out of his rucksack and placing it over her knees, all Finn had to do was drive off.


On the short trip to hospital, he chatted about his work for the RSPB, monitoring sea eagles on the island of Hoy, the ‘high island’ with its imposing hills and abundant wildlife, but Evie wasn’t really listening, lost in a world of anxiety and worry.


She looked out of the window as a light rain started to fall while the sun continued to shine. She had always loved this kind of weather as a child, because usually it meant vivid rainbows reflected in the puddles. Everything always looked newly washed after the rain. She saw plump sheep and cows grazing contentedly on bright green grass. There were more brand-new bungalows than she remembered, but it was all so reassuringly familiar. Maybe everything would be all right.


As they approached Kirkwall, Evie was amazed to see the massive new state-of-the-art hospital dominating the outskirts of the town. It hadn’t existed when she’d left, and she wondered what else had changed since she’d been away.


As a child she had loved going into Kirkwall for an ice cream, a look around the shops and meeting up with her pals. She never came with them to the nearby beaches, even on the sunniest days. Even when it was calm, she was terrified of the water.


In the hospital car park, Finn asked if she wanted him to come in and help, but Evie said he had done enough.


‘I’m so grateful to you. Honestly, and thank you for not asking me loads of questions. I’m all over the place right now.’


He nodded. ‘Look, here’s my number. I wouldn’t feel right leaving you with no one to call on. I hope your dad’s OK. Let me know if you need a lift anywhere.’


He tapped his number into Evie’s phone.


Walking into the huge entrance, Evie nervously approached the reception desk. Medical staff bustled past purposefully and she recognised one of them right away, even after all these years. The hair wasn’t as ruddy. He’d lost weight and gained posh glasses, but it was Edwyn, one of her best pals from school. He’d always wanted to be a doctor and here he was, all grown up and in a white coat.


He saw her and broke into a huge grin. ‘Evie Muir. Is that really you? I can’t believe it after all this time.’


Evie was so relieved. She’d always felt safe around her friends, Edwyn and Kate. The three of them had been inseparable as teenagers and she hoped that despite everything, they might somehow be able to go back to how they’d been. But this was Edwyn – he’d always been easy-going. Kate might be another matter altogether.


‘Oh, Edwyn. It’s so good to see you. I’m here for my dad. Can you tell me how he is?’


His smile swiftly faded.


‘Let’s sit down somewhere quiet where we can talk in private.’


He took Evie to the peaceful family room and held her hand. ‘I’m so very sorry, Evie,’ he said gently. ‘Your dad never regained consciousness after suffering a massive stroke. He died yesterday. He was such a lovely man, and we did all we could.’


Evie felt faint again, but she was able to whisper.


‘He’s really dead? Are you sure? Can I see him?’


‘I’m sure you can. Of course you can. Give me a minute.’


Evie couldn’t believe it. She was too late. She would never hear her dad’s voice again. No one would ever call her Teenie or love her as much as he did.


Why did I leave it so long? she thought in despair. Now I will never get a chance to make it up to him.


Edwyn put a supportive arm around her, and she leant on him gratefully.


‘Here we are, Evie. He’s in this room. Are you sure you are ready?’


Evie nodded. Tears blinding her as she gazed down at her father’s ice-cold, wizened body. He looked like a yellow waxwork, so old and frail with sparse, matted grey hair and a thin, wispy beard. Where was the big, bold giant who could lift her up as though she was a newly hatched chick?


‘That’s not my dad,’ she said. ‘There’s been a mistake. That’s not him. He was a such a big man. You’ve got it wrong. There’s obviously been a mix-up.’


She could hear herself becoming shrill and slightly hysterical. Edwyn held her firmly but kindly.


‘I’m so sorry, Evie, but Duncan was very ill when he was brought in.’


‘But what happened? He was always so strong and healthy.’


Edwyn sighed. ‘He wasn’t looking after himself. We all tried to help but ever since your mother went away, he just seemed to lose the will to live. He was brought in a week ago after suffering a bad fall at home. He’d been on the floor all night and was in a terrible state. He suffered another massive stroke in the ambulance on the way here and despite our best efforts, he never woke up from that.’


She looked down again at the shrunken old man and felt such overwhelming love that it drowned out the deep sorrow and crushing guilt for just a moment. ‘Goodbye, Dad,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry we didn’t get to say it properly. I will never forgive myself for that, and for not being here when you needed me.’


She touched his cold cheek tenderly.


‘Look, I’m off shift in about ten minutes,’ Edwyn told her softly. ‘Take your time here to say goodbye and meet me in the hospital café.’


She nodded again, not trusting herself to speak.


Quarter of an hour later, cradling a scalding, over-sweetened tea in the hospital canteen, Evie struggled to take in what had happened. ‘Freya just wrote in her letter that I had to get here quickly. I didn’t know he was so ill,’ she explained.


Edwyn sighed. ‘I had an idea she was still in touch with you,’ he said. ‘But she never told us exactly where you were. You know what she’s like. She would never break her promise to you. To be honest, Freya was the one person who really got through to your dad near the end. She was the only one he would let in the house, and it was her who found him and called the ambulance. She did her best to try to encourage him to stop drinking and eat properly, but there’s only so much she could do. All of us tried, Evie. We really did.’


Evie looked stricken. ‘And, of course, I wasn’t here. I should have been here looking after him.’ All because I was too scared to face up to what I did. This is all my fault. The whole sorry mess. It’s down to me.


Edwyn couldn’t help a slight coldness creeping into his voice. ‘I’m sure you had your reasons for not coming home, Evie, and for not getting in touch. But it was hard on all of us. We missed you. You just disappeared.’


Evie was near tears.


‘I know. I’m so sorry.’ She was exhausted, a careworn woman with eyes full of pain. ‘Does Liv know about our dad?’


‘As far as we know, your sister never visited him here, and never saw him unless she wanted money,’ said Edwyn.


Evie gave a quivering sigh and put her head in her hands.


Edwyn looked stricken. ‘Evie, love. I never know when to shut up. You’ve had a horrible shock and I’m making things worse. Look, why don’t you come back to my house and see Kate and our bairns? We can help you with all the arrangements that need to be done, and you are welcome to stay as long as you like.’


Evie gave him a watery smile. ‘That’s far more than I deserve. I booked a room at the Foveran because I wasn’t sure if I could stay at my dad’s. I won’t be here long. I’ll see if I can get a flight out as soon as I can.’


Edwyn hesitated. ‘You’ll need to be here to sort out the paperwork for your dad. That could take a few days at least.’


Evie choked up again and Edwyn gave her a hug.


‘We will help you with all of that. I can drive you to the hotel now and call me later or in the morning if you need anything. Here’s my number.’


Evie remembered another man who just an hour ago had also given her his number and offered to help. She’d forgotten what it was like to live somewhere where people actually looked out for one another. As Edwyn handed her phone back with his number stored, she saw that Jeremy had left her another text. Call me back immediately when you receive this or you will regret it.


She barely registered his latest threat as she settled into her hotel room in a daze. The sympathetic receptionist knew her family and made the check-in as easy as possible.


Despite the traumatic events of the day, she fell into a deep sleep but was abruptly wakened when the phone by her bed started ringing.


She’d been having the most horribly realistic dream and could have sworn her mother had come into her room ranting and raving and accusing her of ruining their family with her selfishness and wickedness.


‘Wretched girl,’ she’d kept shrieking. ‘Wretched, wretched girl.’


Evie reached for the phone feeling disorientated and a wave of grief hit her when she remembered her dad was dead.


‘Hello,’ she whispered shakily.


‘Evie? It’s Freya. Edwyn called to tell me where you were. I would have picked you up at the airport and been there for you when you heard about your dad. I’m so sorry, my lamb. How are you holding up?’


‘Oh, Freya, I was too late. You were right; I should have come sooner. I am so sorry. I know I should have been in touch with you, but it all happened so fast. I never got the chance to say goodbye or tell him I was sorry and that I loved him.’


She broke down and started to sob.


‘Stay where you are; I’m not far away. You shouldn’t be left on your own and you are coming home to stay with me. No arguments.’
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Orkney, 1962


When Cara and Duncan turned sixteen, Duncan’s timid mother died as she had lived, quietly and with very little fuss. She just went to bed one night and never woke up. Everyone was convinced it was because her poor heart had simply worn out with the grief of losing her fine, handsome husband.


The funeral was small and dignified. Duncan gave the eulogy, which was simple but so sincere that the women in the congregation sniffled into their handkerchiefs and the men had to clear their throats so as not to be thought overly emotional.


Duncan was deeply uncomfortable with everyone’s eyes upon him and only managed to get through the whole ordeal by never taking his eyes off Cara. At the graveside, when she gripped his hand tightly, he knew he couldn’t live without her.


Duncan now had to run the farm with the help of two hired hands. It was a big burden on such young shoulders, even with the help of his mother’s friends, who rallied round to support him with advice and practical help.


Duncan had to quit school, and, on his last day, Cara asked him to drive them both in his battered old van to Yesnaby Castle as she had something important to say to him. The ‘castle’, an impressive natural sea stack, was well worth the twenty-minute hike from the car park. She had brought a simple picnic of homemade bread and Hrossey cheese and set it up on the scrubby green grass of the clifftops.


The two of them sat close together looking out at the spectacular view, the sound of the waves breaking against the sharp rocks. The summer wind was soft and caressing, the kittiwakes were putting on an impressive aerial display, puffins were being effortlessly cute and there was a pod of dolphins frolicking in the sea. It couldn’t have been more idyllic.


‘You know dolphins mate for life?’ said Cara, trying to make her voice all soft and sensual like she’d seen in the movies.


‘No, they don’t, Cara. They are totally at it all the time with any dolphin who is up for it. They are terrible shaggers.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘And anyway, why are you talking in such a daft way?’


Cara sighed in exasperation.


‘Duncan John Muir, you really do know how to ruin the moment.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I had it all planned. I knew you’d never get round to it, so I had to take matters into my own hands. I was going to go down on one knee and everything. I even got you a ring. Well, it was so cheap it’ll probably turn your fat finger green, but we need to save up and we don’t want to spend cash on stupid trivial things.’


Duncan looked stunned. ‘You really want to marry me? Are you sure? This isn’t a joke, is it?’


Cara began to giggle. ‘No, you gigantic oaf. I WANT to marry Elvis, but you will have to do, I suppose.’


Duncan gave a roar and lifted Cara into the air.


‘Put me down, you eejit, or we will both fall over this cliff and there won’t even be a wedding,’ she said, laughing, but, really, she loved the feeling of being held in his strong arms.


He set her down, gave her a massive hug and told her he was sorry for not asking her first, but he just couldn’t believe she would agree to spend the rest of her life with him. Cara leant into him, and he kissed her heartily.


Then he looked into her eyes and said gravely, ‘Cara, I am going to make it my life’s work to be sure you are happy. I love you so much and I will take care of you always. And I can’t wait for us to have bairns. As long as they have your looks and your brains.’


Cara’s heart lifted. ‘We will have to build a bigger house then.’ Cara’s dream was a home full of fat, happy babies that would grow up with a mum and a dad.


Of course, before the wedding there had to be a traditional blackening. Duncan was nabbed by his pals, stripped, covered in a foul mixture of treacle, feathers and flour, then driven around Kirkwall on the back of a truck with all of them banging drums and bin lids, making enough noise to waken the dead.


His hands and feet were tied up and he found himself tethered to a lamp post outside Kirkwall Cathedral, luckily with his underpants still intact. Some poor grooms-to-be weren’t so fortunate. and their hairy arses and more were exposed to passers-by. A fair bit of drink was taken before Duncan was released, taken to the beach, rolled about in the sand, and then pushed into the cold sea, which instantly sobered him up and got rid of most of the sticky mess that had attached itself to the most intimate parts of his body.


After they’d dried off and were walking back, Duncan’s friend Hugh dropped back to speak to him. He was gangly and awkward with mousy hair and freckles.


‘Duncan,’ he said. ‘You know you’re my best mate?’


The two of them had been firm friends since science classes when Duncan had struggled to light his Bunsen burner and nearly set himself on fire. Hugh had patiently shown him how to do it safely. He also helped him with his homework, and no one dared make fun of Hugh, the class geek, with his big pal by his side.


‘Aye,’ said Duncan.


Hugh cleared his throat.


‘It’s not easy to say this. But are you sure Cara’s the one for you? You’re just so different from each other.’


Hugh was blushing furiously. Duncan was baffled. He thought everyone adored Cara.


‘It’s those very differences that make us work,’ he said.


‘I’m sorry if I spoke out of turn,’ Hugh stuttered.


Duncan clapped him on the back. ‘I know Cara can be a lot to handle. But don’t worry. She’s the one for me.’


Cara’s blackening was more of a sober affair, mainly because the girls she had gone to school with were afraid of her, and, also, because she didn’t have as many friends as Duncan, but both had to have several long soaks in the bath to get totally rid of all the gunk.


The wedding ceremony was held in Hrossey with Cara’s mum and her clan of aunts, uncles and cousins squeezed into the small plain white kirk by the sea. A clutch of Duncan’s friends and relatives made the two-and-a-half-hour ferry journey and were put up in houses throughout the island, sleeping in spare rooms or on couches and camp beds.


There were a few awkward moments on the day when Cara threw the mother of all tantrums about the flowers and the bridesmaids’ dresses, but her slightly manic mood was put down to nothing more than wedding nerves and jitters. Her long white dress was simple and elegant, white satin with a sweetheart neckline and a tight bodice that showed off her tiny waist. She had insisted on a long veil and artificial roses in her hair. Cara looked beautiful, although slightly feverish. Her eyes glittered and her cheeks were hectic red.


With no fatherly arm to lean on, she boldly marched down the aisle on her own, which made some of the older members of the congregation sniff with disdain. Cara brazened it out, pretending she didn’t care, but she was bitterly disappointed. She’d secretly hoped her dad would somehow know she was getting married and turn up to share in the biggest day of her life. Right up until the last minute she looked in vain for him to burst into the church, proclaim he wouldn’t have missed this for the world and proudly ‘give her away’.


Resisting the urge to cry, she painted on her bravest smile, lifted her chin defiantly and beamed at her husband-to-be. Alongside him she would raise a huge, successful family. She would be better than the lot of them put together.


As he vowed to love her in sickness and in health, Duncan shed tears of joy and he kissed his triumphant bride. After the simple ceremony, a slightly stunned Duncan radiated happiness and shyly accepted congratulations from the boisterous band of newly acquired relatives. He felt he was the luckiest man alive.
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Orkney, 2024


Freya swooped down to pick up Evie from the Foveran and take her to her cottage in Orphir, overlooking the sea. They hugged and cried in each other’s arms. Freya was shocked to see Evie looking so frail and exhausted, but hid her concerns by giving her a massive dram of Scapa whisky and putting her straight to bed, saying they could talk in the morning and what she needed was rest and quiet.


Freya sat up that night, troubled and sleepless, worrying about poor broken Evie. Obviously, she was devastated by her father’s death, but the defeat and despair in her eyes looked ingrained over a long, long time. She would need help to heal. For so many years, Freya had consoled herself that Evie had built a good life in London. Clearly, that was just wishful thinking.


Freya was also mourning Duncan. He’d always been good to her and treated her with kindness, respect and understanding. She felt so guilty about not telling him she was in touch with Evie. Maybe if she had, he wouldn’t have gone downhill so rapidly and would have had something to live for. Freya loved Evie like a daughter, and it had almost killed her not to go down south and bring her back home.


She’d never found out why Evie had fled and cut all contact with Orkney apart from sending occasional letters and texts to Freya and no one else. She had tried gently over the past twenty years to persuade her to contact her dad, but she was well aware the link she had with Evie was so fragile it could easily break. She didn’t want to risk losing touch altogether.


Now she reassured herself that Evie was home, and she could take care of her and maybe even try and get her to stay for good. Freya had overcome so much in her life and had always been wise beyond her years.


There weren’t many who still remembered that long ago she’d grown up in Hrossey as a little boy called Magnus, while always knowing deep in her heart there had been some kind of mistake. There’d been a disconnect between the chubby lad she’d seen in the mirror and the person she’d truly believed she was supposed to be.


At the age of fifteen, Magnus had calmly told everyone that she was now Freya, the Norse goddess of love and war who cried tears of gold. Freya’s parents and sister, Anne Marie, hadn’t been exactly surprised by this announcement as they had eyes in their heads.


The aunties, uncles and cousins had just shrugged. Like everyone else on Hrossey they’d seen Magnus dress as a girl since well before he’d gone to primary school. Even sour-faced Mrs Linklater from the shop that sold everything had been nonplussed.


She’d sniffed and said, ‘Magnus has always paddled his own canoe and that’s the way of it. If his parents are all right with it then fair enough, although I must say we’ve never had such goings on in our family. But what can you expect from that lot?’


Old Mr Linklater took Freya’s hand and said, ‘You’ve a hard road ahead of you, my dear. You will need all your strength and courage. I’m sorry if I get it wrong sometimes and still call you Magnus. I’m a bit old and forgetful and I hope that you won’t be too upset with me.’


Freya gave him a dazzling smile and a hug; from that moment Magnus was consigned to the past and she was Freya.


She was only five feet four with a round, generous face and big soft hazel eyes. A love of sweeties and all the fine Hrossey bread, cream and cheese made her pleasingly plump with cheeks like ripe peaches, and, it had to be said, a bit of a double chin and pot belly.


Freya grew her fair hair past her shoulders and painted her nails. Anne Marie helped her with clothes, both of them poring over catalogues and waiting for the packages to arrive so they could have their very own fashion shows in their bedroom.


Some people still called her Magnus, but never with malice, and she would gently correct them or just smile and say, ‘I’m Freya now.’ Every time she said it, she felt stronger.


There was inevitably a bit of bullying at secondary school in Kirkwall, but Freya was stoic in the face of it all, and had good friends from Hrossey, who looked out for her. It also helped that she was a genuinely kind person who just wanted to live her life in peace.


Most of the cruel comments at school came from thirteen-year-old Cara, who thought the little boy who wore his mum’s clothes was a complete show-off. She maintained it was all attention-seeking and a phase that ‘Magnus’ would grow out of.


Cara had to tone herself down when even Duncan haltingly pleaded with her to leave Freya alone. As she didn’t want him to think she was anything less than his perfect princess, she stopped goading Freya and, instead, decided to pointedly ignore her, while still holding her in utter contempt.


Freya was never academic so when she left school, she decided to stay on the Orkney mainland and work as a waitress in the Kirkwall Hotel. As old Mr Linklater said, it was indeed a hard road.


She lost count of the leers and jeers from young boys, and the funny looks from tourists off the big cruise ships, who descended upon Kirkwall like frantic locusts. They were so intent on ticking boxes and seeing everything, that they actually took nothing in, returning to their cabins with a fridge magnet and a vague recollection of ancient monuments and stories of World War Two.


Freya developed a waspish sense of humour to deal with their stares and whispers, and wore that like a suit of armour, but she knew most people who mattered quietly supported her. Duncan once threw a couple of idiots from Manchester out of the hotel bar for being disrespectful and calling her names.


‘You clearly have no idea of how to treat a young lady who was trying her best to serve you some good food and drinks. You can come back when you have apologised and learnt some manners.’ They were so scared of big Duncan that they never came back to the bar, or indeed to Orkney, ever again.


Freya was happiest on the beach looking out to the sea. In Orkney you were never far away from the water, and she loved the sounds of the waves and the birds overhead. She went there on her own as a teenager wearing her sister’s plain black swimming costume and cried with joy when she ran into the sea, feeling free, happy and at peace.


Freya saved up her wages and her tips and headed south to begin her surgery when she was in her early thirties. She would never forget the physical and mental pain she had to suffer, but never once had any regrets. She stayed in London for a few years, working in various hotels, but she missed her family and her friends, the peace and quiet and the fresh Orkney air.


All of this called her back. She rented a cottage south of Kirkwall, close to the small ferry terminal of Houton with views of the crossing to the islands of Flotta and Hoy, and started to make delicate jewellery, inspired by the movements and colours of the sea and the land.


Freya could never quite decide what to wear so she ended up putting everything on at once, wearing bright bold colours and festooning herself in silk scarves and almost her entire jewellery collection. ‘I am my own walking advert for my creations,’ she would say. ‘I need to let everyone see my wares and how fabulous they are.’


Freya considered herself a very happy woman. She had built herself a rich life on Orkney and was looked upon as a ‘wise woman’ with a large circle of friends who counted her as part of their family. She was always available to give help and advice, even if sometimes it wasn’t really needed, because she just wanted to fix and mend everyone and everything.


She drained the remainder of her whisky and went to bed, determined to make Evie stay in Orkney and help take her sadness and pain away.
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Orkney, 2004


Freya realised that young Evie was on the verge of hysterics.


‘All right, my love, let’s sit down in front of the fire and take a breath,’ said Freya calmly. ‘Then you can tell me all about it. Has Liv been up to her tricks again? Or have you had a fight with Brodie?’


At the sound of his name, Evie went white and started to gasp for breath.


Freya rummaged in Evie’s handbag, handed her the inhaler and told her to use it and try not to panic.


‘I am sure you and Brodie will be able to sort things out. He obviously adores you. He gave you that bonnie bracelet.’


Evie was shaking her head frantically.


‘You don’t understand, I just need to go. Somewhere far away from here.’


‘Evie, believe me, things will be better in a few days. Why don’t you stay the night with me and then we can talk about it in the morning? Everything always looks more hopeful when the sun comes up.’


‘I can’t. I can’t tell you what has happened.’


Freya looked at the girl she loved like a daughter. Evie was the most level-headed and down-to-earth teenager and never made a fuss or caused a drama. This was obviously serious, but although she tried to get Evie to confide in her, she completely refused to say what had happened.


Eventually Freya said, ‘All right. I will help you. Have you got a plan?’


‘No, I don’t, but just help me to go as soon as possible and I will try to find work and support myself. Please, Freya, I’m begging you, don’t keep trying to talk me out of this.’


Freya nodded. She told herself that whatever Evie was going through, perhaps it would be no bad thing for her to get away on her own for a while.


She gave Evie a lift to Stromness to pick up the early ferry to the mainland and then Evie was headed south.


At the terminal, Freya gave her a hug and handed her an envelope containing two hundred and fifty pounds and the phone number and address of a hotel just outside London looking for live-in staff.


‘The manager, Bernie, owes me a favour and he says there’s a job going if you can get yourself down there. The money isn’t great and it’s a bit of a dump but it’s a start until you get on your feet, and you won’t have to worry about somewhere to live.’


She sighed and took Evie’s face in her hands.


‘I know I can’t talk you out of this. God knows I’ve tried, but I will tell your family you are safe. If you can’t or won’t talk to them, please keep in touch with me so we know you are OK.’


Evie stood at the rails of the ferry watching Stromness disappear, hungrily taking in the views of the cliffs at St John’s Head and the famous Old Man of Hoy, a sentinel pointing to the sky, a symbol of her home and all that she was leaving behind.


With her meagre savings and Freya’s money, things were going to be tight. Evie had screwed up her courage, phoned the hotel from the ferry terminal and secured an interview, but it was clear that if she could get down there, the job was hers.


She booked herself a seat on the cheap fourteen-hour overnight bus from Inverness to London. From there she just had to get herself to the hotel in Crawley. It was a long and weary journey in darkness and pouring rain.


She dozed on and off, awakened by snores, grumbles and the occasional horn blast as impatient drivers tried to overtake the bus.


She couldn’t get the nightmarish images of what had happened that night out of her head. How would she ever be able to live with the terror and guilt?
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Orkney, 2024


Evie woke up in Freya’s bright, comfortable spare room the next morning with the sun streaming through the windows and felt a brief moment of peace before the grief of her father’s death made her whole body ache with loss.


She got up, put on a cute patchwork dressing gown that was hanging on the door, and found Freya in her sunroom. It looked over the water and was furnished with a comfy orange sofa and two squishy chairs with plump cushions and colourful throws.


One of Evie’s portraits of Freya from over twenty-one years ago hung on the wall. Freya smiled at her as she handed her a cup of coffee.


‘Do you remember doing that one?’


It was bittersweet for Evie to recall the teenager who had created that portrait with such love, and who’d spent long summer nights drawing and painting and making plans with Kate and Edwyn.


Everything had been so simple back then and they’d had it all worked out. Kate was going to be a hugely successful teacher, Edwyn a famous surgeon in Edinburgh and Evie was off to art school in Glasgow to become an acclaimed painter and sculptor. They were all going to make a such a big difference in the world.


She smiled at Freya. ‘You don’t look any different to when that portrait was done.’


It was true. Freya had grown plumper and greyer, but her smile was still the same and lit up her round face, which was surprisingly free of lines or any sign of ageing.


‘Well, there’s no wrinkles on a balloon as my old dad used to say about my mum,’ said Freya. ‘My moon face has come into its own as the years go by. But, don’t forget, I’m older than your mother. I’m nearly eighty. Christ, even when I say it out loud, I can’t quite believe it.’


‘You look at least twenty years younger than that; I’ve always felt you were nearer my age than my parents.’


Freya was pleased and added, ‘Anyway, because my eyesight isn’t what it was, I can’t really see any signs of ageing when I take my glasses off and look in the mirror to put on my make-up. Right, Evie, get yourself dressed. We have things to do.’


Freya was taking Evie to Kirkwall to sort out all the paperwork that always had to be tackled after a death. Evie was so relieved to have her help, especially with organising Duncan’s funeral in a week’s time.


Freya put a notice in the Orcadian newspaper and called everyone she could think of who had been close to Duncan to let them know the details. Although Evie’s dad had become something of a hermit in the last years of his life, Big Duncan remained a highly respected and much-loved man, and she knew there would be a lot of people wanting to pay their respects.


Freya dropped Evie off at the solicitors in Kirkwall’s main street at 11 a.m. for the reading of the will. Evie’s stomach was churning with nerves and Freya picked up on her edginess.


‘I know you are worried about Liv being there. Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you? You know what your sister is like.’


‘It’s OK, Freya. I need to do this for myself.’


Evie walked through the door to where a bone-thin woman, clearly a stranger to soap and water, was ranting at a harassed-looking receptionist. Evie recognised the scrawny, filthy woman as her sister, Liv. Now aged forty-six, she looked decades older. Her skin had the deep furrows of a heavy smoker and the bags under her eyes were purplish black. Her hair was stringy and matted, and she looked like a starving hawk.


She was yelling furiously at the receptionist. ‘I don’t see why I should be kept waiting. There’s no one else who is going to get anything in my dad’s will. I know my rights. It’s all coming to me.’


With a weary sigh the receptionist replied, ‘Miss Muir. I’ve told you we are expecting your sister. In fact, this must be her now.’


Liv spun round, her face distorted with rage and shock.


With a voice dripping venom, she said, ‘I can’t believe you have the nerve to show your face after what you did to me. Don’t think you will get a penny from the old man. You aren’t entitled to a fucking thing. He hated you. We all hated you. You were told never to come back.’


The old feelings of guilt threatened to overcome Evie as she remembered the last time she had seen Liv. Her sister would never forgive her, and even the death of their father wouldn’t change anything.


‘Please, Liv, I can’t deal with all of that now. I was told to come here for the reading of the will. I’m not after anything. I know I don’t deserve it. I just want to know what Dad would have wanted us to do for the funeral.’


Glaring, Liv leant in closer. ‘And then you’ll go,’ she hissed. ‘You’ll leave this island, for good. Otherwise, you know what will happen. I’ve kept your dirty little secret all these years. But maybe now is the time to tell everyone the truth.’


Evie felt a chill run through her at the thought of Freya, Edwyn and Kate knowing what she’d done. She nodded, miserably.


The receptionist coughed discreetly and said, ‘Mr Sutherland is ready to see you now if you would just step this way.’


Evie recognised the young solicitor in the cluttered, over-heated office who looked at them both with sympathy and curiosity. He had been in the class below her at school.


He cleared his throat. ‘Mr Duncan Muir made this will last year before he got really ill. There are details of his funeral requests, but I’m sorry to inform you that there’s not much money. Your father seems to have taken out a lot of lump sums from his savings, especially over the last few years, and he wanted any money left over to go to you, Liv.’


Evie knew that would be the case. It was only right and fair after all that had happened. ‘Well, thank you for your help,’ she said formally. ‘If that’s all we had better get going as there’s lots to do.’


‘Wait, I’m not quite finished. Your father has left the family home and contents to you, Evie. There’s no mortgage so it is yours outright. Mr Muir was very clear about it. It’s a valuable asset, although I think it will need a bit of work.’


Liv was fuming. She stood up, her whole body vibrating with anger.


‘You have got to be kidding me. She swans back here and gets the house after everything she’s done. Well, don’t think you have heard the last of this.’ She jabbed a finger into Evie’s chest. ‘I want what’s mine and I want you on the next plane south.’


Liv stormed out, slamming the door behind her so hard the windows shook and dust billowed up from the old legal files piled up on every available space.


The solicitor coughed and said, ‘I’m afraid feelings do run high when it comes to a will reading, Miss Muir, especially when money and property are to be divided up between family members who might not get along. Let me read it out to you to clarify. Your father stated, “I want my youngest daughter Evie to always have a part of Orkney to come home to. My dearest wish is that she will return and live here in her childhood home where she belongs.”


He handed Evie a slim envelope.


‘Your father also left you this letter he gave to me for safekeeping at the same time he made his latest will. Again, he was most insistent I made sure to hand it to you personally after his death.’


Evie’s hands were trembling as she opened the letter.


My dearest Teenie,


If you are reading this then I am no longer here, but I couldn’t leave you for ever without letting you know how much I have missed you all these years.


I think of you every single day and not being able to hear your voice and see your face is a constant pain in the deepest part of my soul.


I know you felt you had no choice but to leave us, but it has broken my heart that you cut me out of your life so completely. I have gone over that terrible night so many times wishing I could have taken back what I said.


I wish we could have had the chance to make things right between us. All I have ever wanted is for you to be happy. It was my job to keep you safe from harm and I failed.


I look back on my mistakes and I know that when you were a child, I should have helped you overcome your fear of the water, and I should have taught you to swim. Maybe that would have made all the difference.


So, I want you to forget the past and get into the water and swim like a selkie. I can only hope you have found someone who loves you as much as I do and that you have built a good life, and now that I am gone maybe you feel you can come home.


I love you. I will always love you, my Teenie.


Your dad xxx


Evie thought she didn’t have any more tears to shed but they rolled down her face and dripped into her lap.


The solicitor didn’t know where to put himself, confronted by so much sorrow. He wordlessly pushed a box of man-sized tissues towards Evie, and she gratefully grabbed a handful.


She somehow managed to thank him and ended up outside where Freya was waiting in the car. Not trusting herself to speak, she handed over the letter for her to read. Freya quickly scanned Duncan’s words and put the letter down on her lap with a sigh.


‘I told you he never stopped loving you, Evie, and here’s the proof.’


‘I should have come back years ago, but I was too scared. Time just went by so fast, and I will regret that for the rest of my life.’ Evie murmured.
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Orkney, 1963


With the bride and groom being so very young that technically they couldn’t have had a drink at their own marriage celebration, everyone assumed Cara was pregnant and they’d had a shotgun wedding, but, as their first anniversary loomed and no baby appeared, it became clear it was a genuine love match. The lack of a baby wasn’t for the want of trying.
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