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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.
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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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