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  To Ross, with love always




  







  When angels fell, some fell on the land,




  some on the sea.




  The former are the faeries and the latter were




  often said to be the seals.




  ORCADIAN MYTH
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  Kate’s Escape




  ‘If you’re waiting for me to get down on one knee, I wouldn’t hold your breath.’ Ian swigged his beer, wiped his mouth and nodded towards the dance

  floor.




  Kate took a deep breath. If they carried on much longer, she wouldn’t even like Ian, let alone love him. Why on earth couldn’t she pluck up the courage to say it out

  loud?




  ‘Come on, you two, you can’t sit there all night!’ Emma swirled across to their table, glorious in a Grace Kelly-style wedding dress. She looked beautiful. Her

  décolletage was covered – the dress was buttoned to the neck – and her arms were sheathed in lace, but the demure dress was having quite an effect on her new husband Sam. Arms

  wrapped around her, he whispered into Emma’s hair and she giggled, raising her eyebrows in shock.




  Ian stood up and pulled Kate into an awkward embrace. Shuffling round the floor, watching the other couples dance, Kate winced, thinking about the squabble they’d had that morning as they

  got ready for the wedding. Ian had been furious at Kate’s untidiness, insisting on cleaning the entire kitchen before they left, just to make a point. The never-ending bickering was so

  exhausting. They’d driven to the church in silence and had barely spoken to each other during the service, or the wedding meal. There was something about a wedding that brought out the worst

  in both of them. It wasn’t helped by the well-meaning comments from winking friends that it must be their turn soon, or the questions cheekily asking what was stopping them from making their

  way up the aisle? Kate shuddered at the thought.




  Ian leaned closer, his mouth on her ear. ‘I think it’s over, don’t you?’




  Kate stiffened, but carried on dancing, plastering a fake smile on her face.




  ‘What d’you mean, over?’ Her primary feeling was irritation that he’d decided to bring this up now, of all times. She swallowed away a wave of panic, imagining waking up

  alone. Emma caught her eye and mouthed ‘You okay?’




  Kate nodded at her friend, giving a tight smile. Faced with the prospect of singlehood, she suddenly felt quite small and abandoned. She squeezed Ian’s arm, trying to placate him.

  ‘We’re fine, aren’t we? Have I done something wrong?’




  ‘Come on, Kate,’ Ian ran his hand across her back, looking at her with a gentle expression. ‘You deserve better than this.’




  She caught his eye. Lovely, sweet, ever so slightly dull Ian, who’d been her best friend and lover for the last five years. But what was the alternative?




  ‘I can’t be on my own.’




  ‘Look, it’s for the best. Believe me.’




  Tears were stinging her eyes now and she tried to pull away. He held her closer, whispering into her hair.




  ‘There’s nothing left, Kate. You know it as well as I do. All we ever do is fight.’




  ‘That’s because you moan at me for leaving crumbs in the bed, and coffee cups on the bedside table,’ said Kate, looking at him and remembering the first disagreement

  they’d had that morning.




  ‘And you moan at me for being boring and predictable. It’s as I said before. There’s nothing left, Kate. One of us needs to be brave and say it.’




  ‘It’s Emma’s wedding day, for God’s sake. Why now?’




  ‘There’s never a good time to say something like this, is there?’ Ian looked at her and shrugged, his mouth a resigned line.




  Kate’s face in the mirror looked exactly the same as it had that morning. But the dark-brown hair, which had been blow-dried straight, had waved in the heat; her black

  eyeliner was smudged beneath grey eyes in a freckled face; and her strapless top had slipped down so that she was showing far too much cleavage. She wriggled it back up and ran her hands under the

  cold tap. Everything looked just the same from the outside, but inside everything was upside down and very wrong. She grimaced at her own reflection.




  ‘Darling, what’s happened?’




  Just what she needed. Her mother’s concerned face appeared in the adjoining mirror. Emma and Kate had been friends since primary school, and her mother’s pride at seeing Kate’s

  best friend married off was equalled by her concern that Kate herself was still unattached.




  ‘If he’s not made wedding noises after five years, darling, he’s not going to.’ Kate had heard this with increasing regularity over the last few months.

  ‘You’ll be thirty and unmarried at this rate, darling.’




  As usual, hours after Kate had started to look scruffy, her mother’s blonde hair was still immaculate, her bosom safely encased in a blouse from Jaeger, and her concerned eyes scanning

  Kate’s reflection for signs of – what? Could she actually tell? Was it so obvious?




  ‘I think Ian and I might have split up. No, scratch that. We have split up.’




  Kate’s mum stopped halfway through applying her lipstick, her mouth a startled O, and looked at her daughter in the mirror. Her eyebrows raised, she opened her mouth to speak.




  ‘I’m okay.’ Kate held up her hands in a gesture of protest. ‘In fact, I’m more than okay. Don’t say anything. It’s Emma’s day.’




  ‘Me? Say anything? Of course I wouldn’t. Now give me a cuddle.’ Elizabeth squeezed her daughter’s shoulder, not wanting to crumple her outfit. ‘And wipe those eyes.

  All that crying has made your eyeliner run. We’ll talk about this later.’




  She popped her lipstick back into her bag, taking a deep breath and giving a decisive ‘That’s enough for now’ nod. Kate scrubbed at her eyes with a piece of loo roll. Never

  mind that her eyeliner was always smudged. Easier to smile and agree. She took a deep breath and returned to the bar.




  Ian was holding forth about something in a corner, with a collection of their male friends. He looked at Kate, a questioning eyebrow raised, still concerned for her well-being. She knew he was

  right. They’d been treading water for the last year, clinging to the wreckage of their relationship. His sudden announcement was the lifebuoy they’d both desperately needed.




  ‘We’ll talk later,’ she mouthed at him. He raised his head in a half-nod of agreement. Kate turned to the bar and was swallowed up by the crowd. Five minutes later she emerged,

  wobbling on her unfamiliar heels, carrying a tray of gin and tonics. Checking that no one was looking, she ducked behind a pillar, knocked back a couple and returned – her smile superglued on

  – to the dance floor.




  They made it upstairs at 2 a.m. Kate took off her makeup. Ian brushed his teeth beside her, avoiding her eye in the mirror. They didn’t talk, but wove in and out of each

  other’s way with the familiarity of routine. He folded his suit, neatly. She dumped her dress on the chair, topped with the tangled mess of her tights, complete with knickers caught up

  inside. They climbed into bed naked, out of habit. He looked down at their bodies and pulled a wry face. Together they pulled up the covers.




  Ian was asleep in seconds. Kate lay awake, the room spinning slightly. The trouble was, she thought, that habit had characterized their relationship for so long they’d forgotten to notice

  that nothing was left. Ian rolled over in his sleep, draping his arm across her waist. She picked it up to move it, thought better of it and curled into him for the last time.




  ‘No, Mum, I don’t want to move back home.’ Kate shifted the phone from one ear to the other and rolled her eyes. She was standing in the garden, contemplating

  her half-dead herb bed. Not much point in salvaging any of it. In fact it was a rather unfortunate metaphor for the state of her relationship. ‘I have no idea where I’m going. Emma and

  Sam have said I can stay in their spare room.’




  Kate lifted up a snail shell to see if anyone was living in it. Empty. Perhaps she could move in there.




  ‘And what would it look like? “Hello, have you met my daughter, Kate? She’s twenty-six and lives at home with us. Oh, and she doesn’t have a job, or any prospects.”

  I’d feel like something out of a Jane Austen novel. And I’d end up with you trying to marry me off to a vicar.’




  No room for a dog in a snail shell, Kate reminded herself, and after all this time spent living with Ian, who was allergic to anything small, cute and fluffy, she was determined that a dog was

  part of her future. Who needed men? A dog and some cats would do. And maybe some sensible shoes and a tweed skirt.




  She placed the shell back in the flowerpot, realizing that she hadn’t a clue what her mother had said.




  ‘Mum, listen. It’s not Ian’s fault – it’s not anyone’s fault. We should have split up after university, instead of taking the easy option. He’s taking

  over the lease, and we’ve sorted all the money – it’s fine. I need to pack. Call you later. Love you.’ Kate made a kissing noise down the phone and cut her mother off in

  mid-flap.




  ‘You off somewhere nice, love?’




  Alan-from-next-door looked up from his begonias as Kate hauled her suitcase out of the garage.




  ‘Visiting friends.’ She couldn’t face explaining.




  ‘Ooh, lovely. Have a nice time, duck.’ Alan looked happy enough with the reply.




  Standing on the front path, she looked up at the house as if for the first time. A red-brick semi on an executive estate, the house was perfectly pleasant and inoffensive. ‘Usefully

  situated on the outskirts of Cambridge, with easy access to public transport and motorways,’ the letting agent had told them – but after four years it still didn’t feel like home,

  and she wasn’t sad to leave. The house was soulless and sterile; or perhaps, thought Kate, looking at Alan and Barbara’s sweet cottage-style garden next door, it just echoed her

  feelings. Turning around the little cul-de-sac, she saw happy piles of colourful welly boots and ride-on toy cars outside the door of no. 23. Veronica-from-across-the-road had obviously returned

  from the stables, because her little 4x4 was parked in the driveway and the lights from the kitchen window were glowing.




  She shook herself and headed back inside. Looking at the now-empty kitchen worktops and the spotless steel appliances, she felt a rush of relief. No more battles between his desire for

  minimalism and her never-ending piles of clutter. When they’d first met, he’d found her untidiness as endearing as she’d found his order. ‘Opposites attract,’ they

  used to say, smiling at each other. But that was five years back, in their final year of university, when Kate, desperate to create a sense of home, had moved into a tiny little basement flat with

  Ian. It made her feel safe and secure, being part of a couple. KateandIan. IanandKate. When the occasional doubts about their brother-and-sister-style relationship popped up, or she wanted to eat

  crisps in bed just to annoy him, Kate put them to one side. Nobody had a perfect relationship, did they?




  When the subject of buying the house came up, though, Kate couldn’t shake off the sense that things really weren’t right. She couldn’t bring herself to sign a mortgage

  and tie herself to the house for the next twenty-five years. Surprisingly, Ian didn’t seem that concerned – maybe he, too, had realized that their relationship was more a convenience

  than a grand passion?




  She placed her much-loved Dualit toaster, bought with her first pay packet, into the packing box, showering crumbs everywhere. Then she stuffed her cookery books down the sides along with an

  assortment of sharp knives, a box of scented tea-lights, some photo frames and a wonky, completely useless, leaky clay vase.




  She taped up the final box and surveyed her work. Ten packing crates weren’t much to show for a five-year relationship. Funny, she thought, at twenty-six she’d still never lived

  alone. She’d gone from home to halls of residence at Edinburgh University, and finally, when she and Ian graduated, they’d moved in together, more from force of habit than from any

  great desire. Now she would be lodging with friends, like a student again.




  Rather than try and divide up the furniture, the ever-practical Ian had suggested that he give her a lump sum of money. It was sitting in an envelope on the kitchen worktop, with her name and a

  smiley face (oh, how that drove her mad!) written across the seal.




  Kate slipped the envelope into her pocket, and left the key in its place. Sam would collect the boxes later. She left the house with only a small suitcase and an overnight bag – looking,

  she thought, as if she was popping off for a weekend away with friends, instead of walking out of one life and into another.
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  The Road to Duntarvie




  ‘You can’t just go and live on an island.’ Emma was chopping onions so furiously that she was in danger of ending up with half a finger in the chilli con

  carne. ‘They could be mass-murdering fiends. They might chop you up and put you in the freezer.’




  She swiped the onions from the chopping board and into the saucepan as if to illustrate her point. Olive oil hissed, filling the kitchen with a delicious smell.




  Kate turned away, smiling to herself. Emma wasn’t exactly a stranger to impetuous decisions herself. She’d met her husband Sam when he’d rung her IT company looking for help

  with a computer that had crashed, with all his files on the hard drive. He was a widower, father to twin girls of three, and had been on his own for eighteen months. While fixing his laptop, Emma

  somehow sneaked into his heart, and into those of Katharine and Jennifer. Then another broken computer just happened to need fixing, and Emma just happened to stay for dinner (spaghetti hoops on

  toast, with fromage frais for pudding and chocolate milk – ‘That’s a special treat for visitors,’ Jennifer had told her, solemnly).




  In a ridiculously short space of time they were living together as a family, which horrified Sam’s ex-in-laws, until they realized how happy it had made Sam, and their precious

  granddaughters. Emma and Sam would have carried on as they were indefinitely, had it not been for the girls, now six and deeply entrenched in the pink-and-princesses stage. They were desperate to

  see Daddy and Emma doing Proper Dancing, and Emma wearing a lovely dress.




  Kate had loved arranging Sam’s secret dancing lessons, finding ways to distract Emma while he disappeared twice a week to a studio in the centre of Cambridge. Booking a babysitter for the

  girls (‘It’s the least I can do, seeing as I’m your honorary best-woman’), Kate had taken Emma on a mission to relive their teenage years, when they’d escaped from

  Saffron Walden to admire the big shops and bright lights of Cambridge. They’d hung out in cafes, reminiscing over their teenage dating disasters, and watched fourteen-year-olds as they

  hovered hopefully round the make-up counters in John Lewis, desperate for free samples. She smiled to herself now, remembering.




  ‘Pass us some tomatoes, Kate.’




  ‘Sorry, I was dreaming.’ Kate reached up to the cupboard. The room was comfortably untidy, strewn with school books and egg-carton dinosaurs. One end of the long table was covered in

  laptops, wires and mysterious pieces of computer, which Kate, who was resolutely untechnical, chose to ignore. Emma still ran her IT company, bringing tired laptops back to life and recovering data

  that had been magicked away, quite often by the fingers of small helpers. She had a constant stream of repairs coming in, and did the occasional small office upgrade, but now it was a kitchen

  industry in every sense of the word. She had slipped into the role of stepmother to Jennifer and Katharine easily, probably because, as one of six herself, she was used to the muddle of family

  life. Kate had loved spending time at Emma’s house as a teenager – the place was busy, and full of love and noise. The guilt she’d feel at leaving her grieving mother alone would

  disappear as she’d slip, unnoticed, into the hot fug of the kitchen. Emma’s mum was always baking something delicious and shouting about homework, or lost shoes, and didn’t have

  time to obsess about her daughter’s every movement.




  ‘Kate! She stole the red!’




  Jennifer’s shriek of indignation coincided with the slam of the front door. Kate threw the tin of tomatoes to Emma.




  ‘Can’t you two share? Look,’ said Kate, leaning across the table and passing the furious Jennifer a scarlet biro, ‘you can have my pen.’




  ‘That’s not FAIR!’ Katharine looked up from her picture, thunderous with the injustice of it all.




  ‘My darling girls.’ Pulling Kate’s ponytail with affection, then curling his arms around Emma’s waist and turning her away from the cooker for a kiss, Sam was home from

  the office. Kate was reminded once again why her friend had fallen instantly for him. He was kind, and loving, and sweet. She watched the two of them as they leaned over the girls, now peaceful and

  colouring in their pictures at the kitchen table. It was time to go. Two months of pottering around, living rent-free and taking the occasional temp job, had been just what she needed, but she

  wasn’t part of this family, despite their protestations to the contrary. And coming home from their honeymoon to a lodger wasn’t exactly romantic, by anyone’s standards.




  Kate zipped up the final holdall, adding it to the pile of cases in the hall. Emma had insisted they should leave the next morning at five, on what was going to be the journey

  from hell. She clambered into bed, lying back and trying not to think about what she was letting herself in for, or why she was running so far away from home.




  She had barely unpacked a bag at Emma and Sam’s place before her mother had come to visit, bringing cake, flowers and a copy of The Lady magazine, folded over to the Appointments

  page, with several suitable vacancies circled.




  ‘Not that you’re looking, but you could meet someone very nice through that kind of job, darling. Ellen Lewis at my yoga class told me her daughter went to work as a PA and married

  her boss. She lives in Barbados now. Gorgeous villa by the beach.’




  Kate had rolled her eyes.




  ‘Mum, you said yourself there was no rush, and that the last thing I needed to do was end up in a relationship again. I don’t want to end up being the trophy wife to some divorced

  millionaire who’s decided to marry the hired help.’




  ‘Yes, I know, darling, but there’s no harm in keeping half an eye out, is there? Time passes very fast, you know, and you’ll be thirty before you know it. And –

  well, you know what happens then . . .’




  ‘No, Mum, I have no idea. Am I going to have a little sign above my head saying “Past sell-by date”?’




  ‘Don’t be silly, darling. Just take a look.’




  ‘It’s been a matter of weeks since Ian and I split up. I hardly think I’m on the shelf just yet.’




  Muttering under her breath, she’d taken a cursory glance and had snorted at the thought of herself as ‘Personal Assistant for Family: Regular Travel to Dubai required’. Her

  organizational skills were pretty hopeless, for one thing. She’d managed to wing it through her temp jobs with a large helping of ‘Oops, I think I just redirected that call to

  Peru’ jokes, never staying long enough for her lack of confidence to become a real issue, but the truth was that she didn’t have much faith in her own ability. A job that involved

  keeping a rich family organized as they flew back and forth across the world didn’t really appeal, although the lying-around reading books on the beach sounded quite nice. Kate suspected,

  though, that the job would bore her to tears. She’d been stuck in offices since leaving university, bored to tears doing admin work (badly). Arts graduates were ten a penny, and despite

  pressure from her mother to ‘Do the right thing, darling, and take a postgraduate teaching course’, she’d resisted.




  Kate had promised to look at the magazine, just to keep her mother quiet. The following night she was reading it in the bath with a large glass of wine. As she smiled to herself at her

  mother’s kind, but as ever slightly smothering, attempts to get her settled in a suitable position – preferably one with a suitable relationship attached – an advert caught her

  eye:




  

    Serviced cottage available, free of charge, in exchange




    for Man or Girl Friday (3 working days per week)




    on country estate on Scottish island.




    Write: Box No. 2314.


  




  There was something about the old-fashioned nature of the advert that had amused Kate. Did anyone write using Box Numbers any more? More to the point, Kate wasn’t quite sure what a Girl

  Friday would do in this day and age, but it had to be better than another position as Admin Assistant (read: glorified office slave) or any more temping jobs (read: lots of hanging-up on important

  people while flicking through a magazine).




  She had slopped out of the bath, wrapped herself in a towel and curled up on her bed to write a response, explaining that she had lived in Scotland while at university, and exaggerating her

  organizational skills quite a bit. She’d put down Sam, and another old boss (who had had a soft spot for Kate because he’d worked with her father), as references. At least Girl Friday

  sounded interesting; it implied a bit of everything, she thought, but hopefully wouldn’t result in her having to work in an office. Any more filing and phone-answering and she would go

  insane.




  The reply, which had arrived by post a few days later, was printed on the most delightful engraved notepaper. She opened it, expecting to discover that she’d been let down gently. But no:

  the cottage and the position were hers, subject to references, and would be available immediately.




  Suspecting that her family and friends would consider her to be irresponsible at best, and taking her life into her own hands at worst, she’d lied about a telephone interview and had

  satisfied them with fuzzy images of the Auchenmor estate on Google Maps. Kate had decided that, if nothing else, it would be a chance to escape reality for a few months, assuming that her employers

  didn’t kill and eat her. And even then, she supposed, she’d be escaping another tedious office job or the prospect of her mother trying to marry her off to one of her friends’

  nephews.




  Leaning across and peering at the screen of Emma’s huge computer, Elizabeth had tutted. ‘But there’s nothing there, darling,’ she’d pointed out, looking at

  the images of the island.




  ‘Yes, there is, Mum, there’s plenty there. There are beaches, and an ice-cream parlour, and . . .’ She paused, trying to rack her brains. There wasn’t really much else,

  actually. Emma had spent a morning on Google, with Kate sitting beside her drinking tea. They’d established that the island hadn’t really embraced modern life and was a bit behind the

  times, in comparison with the tourist-savvy islands like Mull and Arran, with their visitor websites, downloadable walking maps, lists of hotels and restaurants. ‘Anyway, I don’t want

  shops. I want stamping along the beach in the rain, and taking my dog for a walk on a frosty morning. I want lying in bed reading a book all day and doing all the things I couldn’t do because

  Ian thought they were lazy, or untidy, or pointless. I might even take up painting. Or write a book.’




  Her mother had raised her eyebrows. ‘Maybe a bit of time away from reality will be a good thing. But I’ll be checking up on you, you do realize that? No running away and wallowing in

  self-pity. And if you’re not happy, I’ll be coming to rescue you.’




  ‘It’s the west coast of Scotland, not the North Pole,’ Kate had laughed, handing Emma yet another tissue. ‘Stop crying, silly. You should be glad to get me out of your

  hair – you’re the only newly-weds I’ve ever known who’ve been stuck with a lodger to cramp your style.’




  ‘The girls do a good enough job of that, anyway.’ Emma blew her nose and took a deep breath. ‘But you can’t call round for a cup of coffee when you live a six-hour car

  journey away, not to mention an hour-long ferry crossing, too.’ Kate squeezed her friend’s shoulder. ‘On the plus side, maybe I can sneak off for girly weekends.’




  ‘You can. We can hit the town. I hear there’s a monthly ceilidh at the village hall – just don’t forget your sporran.’




  Kate did a little Highland jig, making Katharine look up from her Barbie dolls and giggle.




  ‘Seriously, though, what exactly are you going to do? I mean, apart from build a house for Robinson Crusoe, or whatever Girl Fridays are supposed to do?’




  ‘I have absolutely no idea. And believe me, after five years of living with a man who had a spreadsheet to manage everything, that feels pretty amazing.’




  ‘Not everything, surely?’ Emma’s eyebrows rose in horror.




  ‘Not that, no. But he was the one who’d tell me when my period was due. I suspect that was more because he was terrified I might get pregnant. That’d be just my

  luck.’




  Emma flinched, almost imperceptibly. Kate watched as her friend reached for the pile of washing on the table and started refolding it, automatically.




  ‘Sorry. You know I don’t mean it like that.’




  ‘I know. But it’s . . . hard. I feel like it’s never going to happen.’




  Nearly two years ago Emma and Sam had decided – helped along by a lot of nagging from the girls – that they’d like to have a baby. So Emma had come off the pill and had waited.

  And waited.




  She’d searched every website, read every book, visited specialists first at the hospital in Cambridge, then down in London, taking the train with her heart full of hope, convinced each

  time that they’d find the answer. But, Emma explained to Kate sadly, unexplained infertility is exactly that: every month they hoped, and every month their hopes were crushed. She loved the

  girls with all her heart, but they desperately wanted a little brother or sister, and so did she. Having to explain over and over again that babies don’t come to order was excruciating. Emma

  found herself staring at photographs of the girls’ mother in their bedroom, wondering how it had felt to carry not one, but two little lives. Sam didn’t really understand: he was so

  full of love for Emma, and happy to have found love again when he’d least expected it, that for him another baby would be an added blessing. For Emma it was a desperate, primal longing.




  ‘It will happen. I promise you.’ Kate gave her friend a kiss on the cheek. ‘And it’ll be a lot easier to make it happen without me lurking around the house all the time,

  getting in the way.’




  She had planned to sneak off to the island alone, but her mother and Emma had other ideas. Emma drove them to Scotland, all five females together, in a hopefully

  never-to-be-repeated six-hour journey in their people carrier. Jennifer had been sick after three miles. She had spent the journey pale green and silent on the front seat next to her mother,

  holding a plastic bag in her hands. Katharine had played a computer game that appeared to have no volume control. Kate’s mother, as usual, tried to second-guess every situation that Kate

  might encounter on the island and plan how she should deal with it.




  ‘If you get there and you don’t like the cottage, call me and I’ll fly up and get you. Or if the job isn’t right . . . you know, I’ve never heard of anyone taking a

  job with such a vague title. Do you even know what you’ll be doing? You don’t, do you? It could be anything. I hope you don’t mind, darling, but I took the number and gave Mrs

  Lennox a call myself, just to see how the land lies. She’s meeting you off the ferry.’




  Kate caught Emma’s eye in the rear-view mirror. Emma’s pop-eyed expression of horror made Kate snort with laughter. ‘I know. She told me on the phone. And then she presumably

  told you the same thing. She’s probably expecting me to arrive wearing a luggage tag, like Paddington Bear.’




  ‘I only wanted to make sure you were going to be all right, darling. Mrs Lennox completely understood. She said she has a daughter herself. You know, you take these notions and disappear

  to the other end of the country and, even if you’re twenty-six, you’re still my child.’




  ‘I know, Mum, it’ll be fine.’




  Poor Emma, thought Kate. At least I get a reprieve when I get to the ferry. Emma’s got an overnight stay with friends in Edinburgh, then another six hours in the car with Mum again

  tomorrow.




  Kate smiled, remembering the look on her mother’s face. She felt a knot of fear in her stomach as she climbed the narrow stairs that took her up onto the deck of the

  ferry. What kind of lunatic gets on a boat, to live in a house on an island they’ve never visited, four hundred miles from home? she thought, with sudden panic.




  The urge to get off the boat and go back to everything safe and familiar was sudden and overwhelming. She grabbed her suitcase and her holdall and ran forward onto the slippery metal deck. This

  whole idea was insane. Faced with another boring temp position and another pile of rejections for decent jobs, she’d grabbed this chance on a whim. But she didn’t do things like this.

  She’d always taken the safe option, avoided risk. This was madness! She’d tell them she was coming back – tell them it was a mistake. She would start afresh back home. Moving in

  with her mother wouldn’t be that bad, would it?




  But then she thought of Ian, and of moving in with him because it made her feel safe. And of being twenty-six and living with her mum and getting excited about an EastEnders special,

  and having Aunty Linda round for tea. Life in Saffron Walden with her mother breathing down her neck wasn’t an option – it couldn’t be. The thought of her dad’s photograph

  in the hall popped into her head suddenly. She could hear his voice in the hall the last day she’d seen him, big shoulders shrugging into his raincoat, picking up his battered briefcase.

  ‘When your time’s up, my darling, your time’s up.’




  He’d been talking about their favourite writer, who had died that morning from cancer. The words had stuck in Kate’s head, spinning round and round on a perpetual loop for what felt

  like months. He’d never come home, hit by a motorbike and killed as he dodged the Cambridge traffic on his way to the office.




  ‘You only get one chance.’ Kate echoed her dad’s words aloud, reassuring herself.




  The ferry shuddered and she grabbed the railing in front of her. ‘Welcome aboard the 3 p.m. Caledonian MacBrayne sailing to Kilmannan. Please listen carefully to the following safety

  announcement . . . ’




  One chance. She looked down at the shoreline. Her mum was wiping her eyes and passing Emma a tissue, which was received with a rather damp smile. Katharine and Jennifer ran into sight, squawking

  like the seagulls above, arms out and hair flying in the sea breeze, brave and bold and beautiful. And her mother, her best friend and her two best girls looked up at her and smiled their biggest,

  bravest smiles.




  ‘Love you, darling. Be careful and have fun!’




  ‘Call me when you get there. No – before!’




  ‘Send us a postcard, Aunty Kate; send us lots and lots!’




  The engines were growling into life, and the boat was turning around with unexpected speed and grace, leaving the mainland behind. The crisp salt air was so clean it almost hurt to breathe. It

  was fear catching at the back of her throat – fear of the unknown, of stepping outside the narrow circle of her comfort zone. There was a knot in her stomach, but Kate told herself it was to

  be expected. She closed her eyes against the tears and swallowed hard.




  ‘You’ll be Kate Jarvis, then.’




  It was a statement, not a question. She hadn’t heard the woman approaching. Kate had stood in the wind and the sea spray for long minutes, watching as the people she loved grew smaller and

  smaller, becoming tiny dots on the shore and then disappearing. She’d been so lost in thought that she hadn’t even noticed the beautiful scenery, but on looking up, she realized that

  while the mainland was nearly out of sight, there was a cloudless blue sky, and in the distance were the purple shapes of distant island hills.




  ‘Come away inside and we’ll get you a cup of tea. That’s a long way you’ve been travelling.’




  The woman was tall and straight-backed. Her dark-grey hair was firmly sprayed into a short, bouffant helmet. Kate suppressed a nervous giggle. That hair had probably been the height of fashion

  in 1982. The island was even more behind the times than she’d realized.




  ‘Sit yourself down there. I’ll bring a tray over.’




  Kate looked around, taking in her surroundings for the first time. The ferry lounge was surprisingly modern. The boat hummed soothingly, and she found herself closing her eyes for half a second,

  only to be woken by the clatter of teacups and spoons.




  ‘You’ll be needing your bed tonight.’




  ‘I will. The rest of my things should be arriving tomorrow. I spoke to Mrs Lennox, who works on the Duntarvie estate. She said she’d made up my bed, which was kind of her.’




  ‘She has done indeed. And she’s baked you some shortbread and set the fire, and made you a pot of soup as well.’




  Kate looked at the woman, puzzled. Everyone had told her about the hospitable nature of the islanders, and that everyone knew everyone else’s business, but this amount of detail was

  unnerving. Maybe everyone on the island knew she was coming?




  The woman’s grave face allowed a small smile. ‘Jean Lennox,’ she said, holding out her hand and starting to laugh. ‘Very good to meet you at last. I don’t mind

  admitting we were all a wee bit worried you’d be a mad axe-murderer.’




  Kate realized she’d been staring, open-mouthed. ‘Sorry, I think I left my brain back in Cambridge. You must think I’m a bit vague.’




  Jean shook her hand and then poured out strong, dark tea, adding milk and handing the cup and saucer across the table. ‘Not vague, no, but you’ve got to be a wee bit unusual.

  There’s not many people these days would travel four hundred miles to the Western Isles to take a job and a cottage, on the strength of a couple of letters and a phone call. That’s not

  to say we’re not glad that you have. Roderick doesn’t like to see the houses sitting empty, and there’s hardly any young people staying on the island these days. They all head off

  down south as soon as they’re eighteen.’




  ‘And here I am, coming in the opposite direction. But don’t worry – I don’t have my axe today. It’s arriving with the rest of my stuff.’




  They both laughed, Kate thinking that Jean seemed as relieved as she was to discover that she was reasonably normal. Jean took a sip of tea and looked Kate up and down. ‘Those boots will

  no last long, with the mud on our estate,’ she said, inclining her head towards Kate’s pale suede fur-lined footwear. ‘Up here there’s mud from September until May. In fact,

  we’ve a saying on the island: if you don’t like the weather, wait an hour.’




  ‘I heard the same when I visited the island of Arran when I was at university. It was a bit unpredictable then, too,’ Kate smiled. ‘My mum brought me this waterproof coat. I

  think she’s worried I won’t be able to look after myself, so far away from home. She forgets I’m twenty-six, not six.’




  ‘Aye, she called and spoke to me yesterday.’




  Oh God! Kate had temporarily forgotten about that phone call. What exactly had her mother said?




  ‘We had a nice long chat. She was telling me how she thinks a little break will do you the world of good.’




  ‘Is that all?’




  ‘Indeed. I told her a wee bit of fresh island air and some hard work would do you good. You’ll forget all about that Ian, before you know it. Oh, and she warned me I was to stop you

  from falling into the arms of the first man you meet.’




  ‘That makes a change, for her. She’s probably worried I’ll end up living here permanently, and she’ll not be able to keep tabs on me.’ Cringing with embarrassment,

  Kate looked at Jean. ‘Did she give you my whole life story?’




  ‘I think she’s a wee bitty worried about you.’




  ‘Mmm.’ Kate hid her irritation with a smile. Thank the Lord there were no flights onto the island, so at least if her mother was planning to swoop down and start smothering her with

  well-meaning advice, she might have a few hours’ notice. Kate leaned her head against the window, eyes drooping for a second. She nodded, lulled by the restful hum of the boat’s engine.

  Mustn’t fall asleep, she thought.




  ‘You must be worn out. We’re nearly there now, dear – time to go down to the car.’




  Kate jolted awake with a sickening lurch. She hadn’t slept on the long journey up, having found herself sandwiched between her mother, who was listing all the things she should watch out

  for (killer eagles, ravening wolves, gamekeepers with evil intentions), and Katharine, who was intent on teaching her how to play a video game that had made no sense.




  She followed Jean down the stairs into the car deck, where a dark-blue Land Rover was waiting. A craggy-faced man in a green van nodded and smiled at her, then wound down the window.




  ‘You’ll be the lassie come to join us at Duntarvie? Mind Jean doesn’t work you too hard. She’s a right taskmaster, that one.’ He winked at Jean over Kate’s

  shoulder.




  ‘Enough from you, Billy. It’ll be a fright you’re giving her and she’ll be back off on the next boat, and us with nobody to polish His Lordship’s boots.’




  Boot-polishing? Oh God, thought Kate. She’d been thinking more along the lines of floating around the estate, perhaps supervising the odd lambing or – well, actually, she suddenly

  realized she still had absolutely no idea what a Girl Friday was supposed to do. Maybe boot-polishing was the thin end of the wedge, and three days a week she’d be wiping down cows’

  udders, or something equally hideous.




  The Land Rover footwell was filthy and covered in dog hair. Jean removed a mud-smeared woollen blanket from the passenger seat and motioned for Kate to get in.




  ‘Sorry, this is Roderick’s car. He never goes anywhere without his two dogs, and he will not put them in the back.’




  ‘It’s fine. I love dogs – in fact, I’m hoping to get one, now I’m here.’ Kate smiled to herself at the thought, and was already lost in a daydream when she

  realized they were moving forward. The ramp was down and a handful of cars, vans and a horsebox rolled off the ferry and onto the island of Auchenmor.




  ‘Och well, we should be able to do something about that. No shortage of animals on this island. We’re outnumbered.’




  Jean drove the Land Rover down the ramp and off the ferry. She pulled the car over to the side of the road, stopping to send a text. Kate watched the ferry workers quickly load up the boat and

  send it back on its last journey of the day.




  She felt a tingle of excitement as she looked down the main street of Kilmannan, the principal town and heart of the small island of Auchenmor. It was no longer a picture in a guidebook or a

  fuzzy outline on a computer screen. It was real, and she was here. She suddenly felt very far removed from reality. Sea and the distant islands were all she could see: the last ferry had gone. She

  was trapped now.




  ‘We’ll take a wee run round the island first, if you like,’ offered Jean. ‘It’s not big, so it’ll not take long, and I can give you the low-down on everyone

  who lives here.’




  Jean winked at Kate and cackled with surprising laughter. ‘Don’t look so shocked. You’ll learn soon enough there are no secrets in this place. Sneeze over your breakfast and by

  lunchtime the whole island will know you’ve got a cold.’




  Oh, help! Kate had envisioned a remote island paradise, albeit with pine trees instead of palms, where she could go to ground, wander around without bumping into anyone she knew, and work out

  what to do with the rest of her life. Instead it looked as if she was going to be the talk of the town, just by virtue of having arrived here.




  ‘I’ll drive up the High Street first; that way you can have a wee look at the shops.’ Jean switched on the engine and started to drive at a pace slightly faster than a jog.

  Kate looked around anxiously for an irate driver with road rage. ‘My niece Ellen says the shops here are terrible. She gets on the ferry on a Saturday morning at 6.30 a.m. to go down to

  Glasgow. I couldn’t be bothered myself. There’s our supermarket – it’s lovely and new.’ Jean pointed at the squat, modern supermarket, which stood apart from the

  splendid Victorian buildings of the High Street. Kate thought it was hideous, a bright scar amongst the tattered and faded shops with their peeling paint and sea-rusted signs.




  There was a fishmonger, a butcher and an old-fashioned greengrocer. The clothes shop had a window display that didn’t look as if it had altered since 1972. The windows were covered on the

  inside with a thick, yellow-tinted transparent plastic, which curled at the edges. Behind it Kate could see faded boxes, and mannequins with thickly plastic wigs, wearing aprons and polyester

  slacks. Terrifying, thought Kate, who had always thought she was pretty much impervious to fashion. Perhaps I’m going to be the height of sophistication here.




  And then they were out of the town of Kilmannan, and the road curved upwards through the rocky, heather-covered countryside. Sheep grazed along the roadside, pausing to chew the cud and stare as

  the Land Rover trundled past, still travelling at about fifteen miles per hour. Kate felt her eyes prickle with sudden, unexpected tears. It was so wild and beautiful, and completely empty of

  people or cars. They swept through the moorland, with Jean pointing out the occasional long, low white house: the old crofts.




  ‘It’s mainly incomers that live in them now, of course. Artists, and there’s a writer up there on the hill. Keeps herself to herself, mind you. There’s not many islanders

  stay on here now. It’s a real shame.’ Jean shook her head. ‘Thank goodness Roderick is trying to make a go of the estate since his father died.’




  Kate allowed herself a little smile at the prospect of Roderick. He was clearly the apple of Jean’s eye, and she could just imagine him. Single, bedecked from head to toe in a hairy tweed

  suit and green wellies, probably a bit podgy and balding. His car smelled of wet dog, and Jean had shifted a couple of magazines out of the way before she sat down. Kate glanced at the back seat to

  see what they were: The Scottish Farmer and The Field. Not much chance of discussing the latest goings-on in EastEnders over a cup of tea with her new boss then.




  The car rose out of a dip in the road and crested a hill.




  ‘Oh my God!’




  Jean stopped the car in the middle of the road. She switched off the engine, turning to her left and facing Kate.




  ‘I’m so sorry!’ Kate had blurted out the words without thinking. She had read somewhere that many of the islanders were fervently religious. Wondering if she was about to be

  ejected from the car for blasphemy, she sat frozen for a second.




  ‘Now, you can’t beat that, can you?’ smiled Jean.




  The scene was breathtaking. The low, setting sun was burnt across the sky, light reflecting off the sea and tinting the white sand of the deserted beach orange. Waves lapped at the shoreline

  and, as Kate watched, a kestrel hovered overhead, pausing before shooting down towards its prey. On either side the hills rose, framing the picture.




  ‘We don’t have much in the way of shops and social life, but we have this to make up for it. And you can’t put a price on that.’




  They shared a smile. Kate watched Jean as they drove along the moor road. Her features had softened as she had relaxed on returning to her beloved island. She no longer looked stern and

  forbidding. And was that even a twinkle in her eye? Her time at Edinburgh University had taught Kate that the Scottish sense of humour was often so dry as to be imperceptible.




  At the top of the next hill the countryside changed. The heather-covered, rock-strewn moorland, surrounded by forests of pine trees, was replaced with rolling pastureland. Cows grazed on rich

  grass that reached down towards another deserted bay, this one surrounded by rocky outcrops.




  Then they reached the southernmost tip of the island. The rough grass was dotted with rocks, and gorse bushes huddled together, fighting against the strong winds. In the distance Kate could see

  the sleeping giant of Eilean Mòr, the uninhabited island situated five miles to the south.




  ‘That’s pretty much it, Kate,’ said Jean, ‘that’s our wee island. What do you think?’




  ‘It’s perfect.’ Kate was desperate to explore every inch of the island, but was suddenly overcome with tiredness. Her legs felt leaden, her eyes were drooping, and she needed

  to be at home: wherever home was. She had no idea what her new house would look like, or where it was. For all she knew, she could be right in the middle of nowhere, like those crofts Jean had

  showed her. That would be ‘taking time alone’ to a ridiculous degree. Plus she was fairly certain that if she lived in the middle of nowhere she’d make precisely no effort to get

  to know her fellow islanders.




  They drove down past a loch, which Jean informed her was home to the fishery and part of the Duntarvie estate. ‘One of the parts that actually makes us some money,’ she added with a

  wry smile. They swung left and through stone gateposts, upon which two pockmarked, lichen-covered lions were resting.




  ‘Duntarvie House,’ read Kate, marvelling at the faded grandeur, ‘I’m here at last. It doesn’t seem quite real.’




  The Land Rover rattled over a cattle grid, shaking her back to reality. No sooner had she recovered from that than her head thumped the roof of the car.




  ‘Ouch!’




  ‘Sorry, the potholes on this driveway are an absolute menace.’ Swerving to avoid another huge hole in the road, Jean slowed even more. ‘Every winter the snow breaks down the

  driveway a wee bit more, but it’s such an expensive job and Roderick keeps putting it off. At this rate we’ll be soon be better off driving on the grass verge.’
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