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Expand / collapse Extended Description
The map shows the main island labelled as 'Mainland' on which lie Kirkwall, Skara Brae, Marwick Head, Stromness, Ring of Brodgar. On the western side of the Mainland lies Orkney. To the north of the Mainland lie other smaller islands such as: Westray, Papa Westray, Rousay, Shapinsay, Sanday, Stronsay, North Ronaldsay, and Eday. To its south lie Burray, Hoy, South Ronaldsay, Flotta,  Longhope, and Stroma. Further south lies Scotland. Decorative illustrations include puffins, seal, a whale, seabirds, and sailing boats. Landmarks such as the Old Man of Hoy, Ring of Brodgar, Yesnaby Cliffs, and the Italian Chapel are also depicted. A ribbon banner at the top reads “The Orkney Islands.” Near the right margin is written: 'The island of Hrossay remains a work of fiction. Map hand drawn by Peter Gander (not to scale).


Chapter One

Orkney, February 2026

Evie Muir was engrossed working on a new painting all day, so didn’t check her phone until late that night. It was winter and the long days of the Orkney Summer Dim when it was light until almost midnight were long gone.

Evie’s bright green eyes narrowed as she squinted at the dramatic seascape she’d created. Her blonde hair had been hastily tied back in a messy bun and there were smudges of blue and green paint on her nose and forehead.

She was a striking-looking woman, and the fine lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth crinkled with laughter these days rather than the distress and trauma of the past. She’d returned to Orkney only two years ago, after a long time away, and her Island home had worked its magic and almost healed her.

The painting was so nearly complete, and although she was sorely tempted to finish, Evie reluctantly put her paintbrushes aside for the night. She’d take a fresh look in the morning.

As was her usual habit, she had put off checking her texts and emails. For all of her twenties and most of her thirties, Evie had been scrupulously careful to be offline, terrified of being discovered if she posted so much as a photo. She still avoided her phone as much as possible.

She logged onto her work inbox and saw an email that read

URGENT. PLEASE READ. She clicked to open it.

Dear Miss Muir,

Please forgive me for getting in touch with you out of the blue like this. I will get straight to the point.

I think we might be related. I live in Seattle and my father was James McLean. He died in 1989 and going through his personal belongings, I found two letters from a woman named Sheila who lived in Hrossay. It looks like she and my father were the parents of a little girl called Cara.

They never married and as far as I know he never saw Sheila again. In fact, my father never met his daughter, but I know he sent her money until she turned sixteen.

I’ve been doing a bit of digging online recently and discovered Sheila passed away but that Cara married a man called Duncan Muir and had two daughters, Olivia and Evie.

I couldn’t find out much about Olivia, but I did discover your website for your paintings which had this email address. I have to say your artwork is really good.

Anyway, I think you might be the Evie I am looking for and if Cara turns out to be my half-sister, I might be your sort of half-aunt, I guess?

I guess I finally feel ready to come to Orkney to find out more about this side of my family. Would you be willing to meet with me?

I know it’s a lot to ask but it is very important to me to find blood relatives as I have no one over here since my dad passed. My mom died giving birth to me and she was an only child.

I can explain everything in much more detail when we meet.

Yours in hope,

Amelia McLean

Evie sat down, in shock. If she’d been tired before, there was no way she was going to be able to get to sleep now. She was buzzing with adrenaline and found it difficult to take all this in. She forced herself to get up and make herself a cup of tea, though what she really wanted was a stiff whisky.

She made herself re-read the email several times. It really did seem as though this woman could be her relative. The names and dates seemed right. Evie’s mother and father were indeed called Cara and Duncan, and how else would she know about Sheila?

Of course, her dad was dead – it was his death that had triggered her returning to Orkney in 2024 after so many years away – and her mum was in a nursing home living with dementia. She was well looked after but existed in her own twilight world. Evie went to see her as often as she could but if she was honest, it was more out of duty than love. There was no way she could talk to Cara about this email. She would be confused and upset.

Evie was torn. Coming back to Orkney, she had finally achieved a sense of peace, and she wanted to protect that new life. But how could she deny this woman’s longing to know more about where she came from?

As always when she had a problem or needed advice she would turn to Freya, the real mother figure in her life. Evie shut down her laptop and got into bed, resolving to message Freya first thing. She slept fitfully and got up earlier than usual. After two strong cups of coffee, Evie called Freya, knowing she would be up. If she slept longer than 6am she would joke that the day was almost half over.

Freya bustled over right away, driving the short distance from her cottage to Evie’s house overlooking Scapa Flow. Freya had lived in Orkney most of her life but never took the view of the mountains of Hoy, the ever-changing blue hues of the sea and emerald-green fields dotted with candy floss sheep for granted.

She was almost eighty years old now and had grown even more pleasantly plump. She was wearing one of her usual multi-coloured, cheerfully flamboyant outfits. Today, in her blue silk caftan, loose yellow cotton trousers, straining a bit at the belly, and her dainty red silk slippers, she was like a glorious vision from The Arabian Nights. She’d recently taken to wearing all sorts of jewels in her hair kept in place with Kirby grips, and she gleamed like a disco ball. Evie made them both a cup of strong builder’s tea, and they sat down at Evie’s kitchen table.

“Well, all the way from America, this really is a turn up for the books,” said Freya after reading the email. She took her glasses off and turned to Evie.

“You know your mother and I didn’t get on, but I do remember once when we were very young, she told me that her real dad had gone to California and become rich and famous, and would soon be coming to take her back to live in a big house in Hollywood.”

Freya shook her head and added, “My sister, Anne Marie, and I felt sorry for her. She was always making up stories like that, and then she met your dad at the high school, and they got married so young. I know she hoped her long-lost father would turn up at her wedding, and there would be a big emotional reunion, which of course wasn’t to be, but after that I don’t remember her talking about him ever again.”

“Did granny Sheila ever say anything about him?” asked Evie.

“Not to me, but I vaguely remember someone once saying he worked on the fishing boats during the war and from what I could gather it was a one-night stand and he didn’t want anything to do with the baby. But I know he sent money to your granny. So, he wasn’t a total arsehole I suppose.”

Evie sighed. “My poor mum, growing up without ever knowing her father. I wonder if that was part of the reason she was so unhappy. I know it broke my dad’s heart that he felt he wasn’t enough for her, and I always thought it was my fault she was so on edge all the time.”

“You and your dad tried your best,” said Freya, “and you should never feel guilty. Your mum pushed happiness away all her life. I could never understand it.”

She squeezed Evie’s hand lightly. “Don’t you ever forget your dad adored the bones of your mum and that fine man almost killed himself trying to please her. But he never could.

It wasn’t easy for him, but you made up for it. You were the light of his life. You were his ‘Teenie’.”

Evie’s eyes filled with tears. She whispered, “And I didn’t get the chance to stay goodbye.”

The memories were still so painful.

After a tragic accident, Evie had fled Orkney aged eighteen, cutting all ties with her friends and family, and only rarely keeping in touch with Freya. It had taken all her courage to come back when Freya had contacted her to say her father was gravely ill – but she hadn’t arrived in time. The guilt still haunted her, as well as the sorrow of all the time they’d missed together.

“Oh, Evie love. You must stop beating yourself up. The past is the past and we can’t change it, but you can remember the happy times with your dad when you were young. How many times do I have to tell you to hold on to that?”

“I know. I do try. Honest I do. But look, what do you think I should do about this Amelia woman. If she’s my grandfather’s daughter, won’t she be ancient?”

“Well thanks a bunch,” said Freya, pretending to be outraged. Evie laughed and said, “You are timeless and ageless as well you know. I just meant this woman might need to find out about her family before it’s too late.”

Freya nodded. “Maybe. People do get to a certain age and decide they want to find out more about their past.”

“And he’d have been my granddad,” said Evie thoughtfully. “This James McLean.” She picked nervously at her fingernails, and Freya put a hand on her arm to steady her nerves.

“What do you think, Evie? It’s your decision. You need to ask yourself if this is really a box you want to open and peer inside?”


Chapter Two

Alaska, 1965

James McLean sat in the almost deserted bar in Fairbanks nursing a pint in his giant paw and, for the first time in his life, realised he was pondering his future. James had come to this frozen land twenty years ago after a one-night stand with a barmaid in Stromness had given him a hell of a shock.

Orkney’s Stromness may have been a dry town in 1945 but – due to the vital naval base at Scapa Flow – it was filled with thousands of sailors and soldiers looking for a good time. Underground drinking parlours popped up in every military hotel and outpost. It was the perfect spot for a drunken stag do of fishermen looking to escape their naval reserve duties for the night. In one of these hidden speakeasys, Sheila had given James the glad eye and had become more attractive to him with every beer he sank.

When the customers were finally turfed out, the two of them went to her freezing flat down the road and tore the clothes off each other.

James had gone back to his home in the bombed-out town of Fraserburgh the following morning with a desperate hangover. The deep scratches on his back and arse reduced the rest of the stag do to howls of belly laughter and led to him henceforth being renamed ‘Casanova’.

The nickname stuck but James didn’t give Sheila a second thought. He was too busy freezing, throwing up and working like a dog on the fishing trawlers in some of the worst seas in the world. The arrival of the war when he was just nineteen meant fishermen were expected to support the navy: clearing mines, dropping nets and protecting the coast from deadly German U-boats.

James was horrified when, on his next night out in Stromness, Sheila hunted him down and told him she was pregnant. James was not a man who wanted to get married, and children had never figured in his plans. He had been dragged up in Aberdeen by a feckless drunken father and a worn-out mother who seemed to be forever pregnant. (She died giving birth to her eighth child, a tiny scrap who didn’t even have the strength to take a gasp of air and left the world at the same time as his mother, never uttering so much as a whimper.)

Sheila had thought James might feel shamed into proposing but was secretly relieved when he didn’t grudgingly say they might as well get married. She’d seen too many of her friends settle for loveless marriages and they had regretted it ever since; Sheila didn’t want to grow bitter and sour like them. She found herself looking forward to being a mother without having a virtual stranger of a man under her feet, demanding meals and attention and getting in the way whenever he was back home from the sea. So, when James said he wanted nothing to do with the baby, but would send her money every month, she nodded curtly and said that would do very well.

She wasn’t going to refuse his offer of cash. She reckoned he made a good enough wage and anyway she shouldn’t have to be the one to bear all the responsibility on her own while surviving on rations. She might not want him, but she’d take his money to give her child a proper start in life.

Sheila continued to work in the pop-up drinking dens serving the thirsty sailors until her swollen belly prevented her from reaching the beer pumps. A fortnight later she gave birth to her daughter in the cottage hospital in Kirkwall and named her Cara.

As soon as she was able, the pair took the ferry to the island of Hrossey where Sheila was enfolded into the embrace of her large extended family of fierce red-headed women. They stared down any of the old biddies tut-tutting that Sheila ‘was no better than she should be’ and helped her with baby clothes and cots handed down from their own mothers and grandmothers.

By this time, James was long gone to the other side of the world, with no idea that his child had been born and was a baby girl. A fisherman in Fraserburgh had told him they were looking for experienced hands to join the whaling fleet in Alaska. James saw it as an escape route and applied immediately. He quickly jumped on a ship sailing across the cold Atlantic, followed by a long sea voyage to Juneau in Alaska. He fitted in easily with the horny-handed, tight-mouthed whalers, but it was a brutally tough life, even for a man used to the rough grey North Sea.

On his first voyage one man disappeared overboard and another was trapped by the harpoon ropes on the side of the boat and crippled forever. Worn down by the conditions and increasingly sickened by the smell of slaughter and the blood-red waters, James saw the writing on the wall for the whole whaling industry and tried his hand at working in the oil industry in the Alaskan north slope.

It was still a brutal environment but nowhere near as dangerous, and his pay packet weighed double what he earned as a whaler. He was used to hard work and was the first to volunteer for overtime at the weekends. He fell into bed at night exhausted and was happy with his own company, not one to make friends easily.

He sent regular cheques to Sheila – the postmark told Sheila where he was and after the baby was born, she sent him a two-line letter care of the town’s post office: “We’ve had a daughter and she’s called Cara – we’re living with my family in Hrossey. We expect nothing from you but the money.”

The name neither pleased nor offended James. He rarely thought of them both. He wasn’t a man who did much soul-searching and apart from booze-fuelled benders on his weeks off, he had little to spend his cash on.

Sixteen years later in 1961, Sheila wrote him another curt letter telling him that Cara was engaged to a young man called Duncan and they were moving to the Orkney mainland to Duncan’s family farm just outside Kirkwall, and that he should now consider his debt fully paid. Sheila didn’t give him an address for his daughter and he didn’t ask for one.

He supposed he should have sent them a wedding gift, but all contact had been effectively severed. He rarely gave his daughter a thought, only occasionally wondering if he should try and find out what she had made of her life, but he never actually got round to doing anything about it.

James had no idea where the years had gone, but here he was in a dingy bar with a sticky floor, reeking of stale beer and neglect and a worn-out forty-one. In a rare moment of reflection, he asked himself what he had to show for his nearly half-century. Although still in good shape, with only a slight softness to his belly, James had grown weary. His dark hair was shot with grey and his rough hands scarred from working so long in sub-zero conditions.

His eyes had become narrowed from all those years squinting at steely waves on the lookout for whales breaching the surface and now jet-black oil was engrained into every deep line of his face. James found it increasing difficult to keep up with the younger men on the pipeline and was finding the work utterly exhausting, but he didn’t think he was educated enough to apply for a supervisor’s job.

At heart, he was still a working-class poverty-stricken teenager who didn’t believe he was good enough for a promotion. Anyway, James regarded the white-collar workers as little more than a bunch of pen pushers, looked down upon by the ‘real’ workers. They sat on their fat arses in comfy offices with decent tea and biscuits and a massive salary.

He sat in the gloomy bar nursing his drink, sighed and decided to venture into the cold to clear his head of troublesome thoughts and wondering what would become of him. Just then the door opened letting in the freezing night air. James looked up to see a woman shivering and stamping her feet to get rid of the snow on her boots.

Marge Svenson was thirty-two and had come to Alaska with the sole purpose of finding herself a husband. With one woman to every ten men, she had been repeatedly told the odds were good, but as she had swiftly discovered, the goods were mostly odd.

She had given herself a year working in one of the few stores in town, before giving up and returning home to Minnesota. Her time was almost up and she hadn’t met one single man she would be willing to settle down with. She never thought for a second she’d meet someone she could love. That was never a factor in her plan. She just wanted respectability and a bit of companionship, with enough money to live on without scrimping and saving.

Her wage from the store was more than she would earn back home, but here it was barely enough to live on. Everything was so ridiculously expensive in Alaska that by the time she had paid the rent, heating bills and bought food, there was barely enough left over to bother her piggy bank. The only thing that stopped her from packing up her few belongings and leaving after a few miserable weeks, was the thought of giving her mother the satisfaction of saying “I told you so.”

It began to snow heavily on the way back to her cheerless lodgings, so for the first time since she arrived, Marge stopped outside the one bar in town that served hot food and decided to treat herself and blow the budget with a meal she wouldn’t have to make herself.

Shaking off the snowflakes from her coat and boots and squinting into the half-darkness, she saw a large man sitting at the bar looking as though he had the weight of the world on his shoulders.

He wasn’t conventionally handsome, but Marge thought he had kind eyes and, surprising herself, she asked him, “Can a person get a bite to eat in here?”

He merely shrugged, but something about him made Marge bold. This would be her last throw of the dice, so she decided to persevere. She had nothing to lose so she added, “Mind if I sit here?”

He looked up at her briefly and his first thought was that she had a warm smile, and it had been a long time since someone had looked at him with interest. He turned back into the bar.

“Please yourself,” he growled, but he took up his seat again and pushed another bar stool towards her. She smiled.

“Let me buy you a drink big fella and you can tell me your sad story.”

Without looking up he replied, “How do you know my story is sad?”

“Well,” she answered. “You’re here all by yourself with a face like a cat’s ass caught out in the rain.” She gave him a slow smile.

Despite himself, he burst out laughing and held out his big rough hand.

“I’m James. Pleased to meet you.”

“Marge. Good to meet you too. You are definitely not from around these parts with a cute accent like that.”

“I’m from Scotland. Aberdeen to be exact. You?”

“I moved up here from Minnesota. At least I’m used to the cold. Been working at the hardware store but I’m thinking of calling it a day.”

James looked at her properly and found he liked the look of Marge. She wasn’t beautiful but she had a pleasant, strong face. Her faded fair hair was cut short in a sensible side-parting and curled around her ears. She had rather small eyes, a large nose and wide mouth, and was dressed in layers of warm, practical clothes.

James found himself saying, “Well, we’re both far from home so maybe we should get to know each other better. Let me buy you a drink.”

Marge didn’t mention that she had planned to spend most of tomorrow packing up and making arrangements to return home.

She simply nodded and asked if they had any pop. James looked bemused.

“Pop,” she replied. “You know. Coca-Cola or Seven Up. That’s what we call soda back home.”

“Have a proper drink with me, Margie,” said James with a grin. He found he wanted her to stay, sitting beside him at the bar. So, she accepted an overpriced bottle of imported beer. And decided to stay.


Chapter Three

Evie’s Studio

Evie had woken up early again and was finishing her painting of the view from her light-filled studio in her cottage overlooking Scapa Flow. She needed to distract herself from the strange email she’d received from Amelia McLean a few days ago.

Evie sighed in frustration. She still hadn’t decided what she was going to do.

She kept thinking about this poor woman so far away in America, checking her emails and eagerly waiting for her reply.

Evie felt terribly guilty, but she wasn’t even sure how, or even if, she was going to answer. She’d begun tentatively drafting replies, but none of them felt right. Maybe she should pretend she’d never got the email in the first place.

Today the wind rattled the windowpanes, and the sea was so rough she suspected Freya would be in touch soon cancelling their wild water swim. They were both part of a group known as the Selkies after the mythical Orcadian sea creatures that were half-woman, half-seal. The Selkies plunged into the water every Saturday morning almost without fail.

She loved this view from her window. The ever-changing sky and sea meant she never grew tired of looking out at the same horizon and the tourists couldn’t get enough of her paintings of sun-kissed green fields and sparkling waves. They declared they could almost smell the salt in the air and feel the wind on their faces. Back home, they hung up her work in their living rooms and remembered holidays filled with sunlight and rain.

Although they sold less, Evie preferred to paint the same view in winter when the waves crashed ominously on the grey shore and the sky was a hundred different shades of purplish black. Perhaps people could sense the sorrow and longing in every one of her brush strokes.

Evie found creating these paintings often reduced her to tears as it made her remember back long ago to when her first love, Brodie, had drowned in those very same waters. It was his death that had caused her to flee the island.

He was her first and only real love. Evie had just turned eighteen and Brodie, the son of an old family friend, was nineteen. She could barely recall those feelings of nerve-jangling joy at the sight of him, and the long summer nights talking and then kissing for hours.

Walking home together with bruised lips and a tingling inside that led to them eventually making hesitant, fumbling love. It was nothing like the movies, but raw and real and full of meaning. They had such a short time together before a chain of events unfolded that led to tragedy, unleashing her sister Liv’s terrible jealousy.

After she ran away to London, Evie has been plagued by nightmares of Brodie diving into the freezing sea. She’d wake up shaking, sweating and heaving with sobs for hours on end, wishing she could turn the clock back. She lived a drab and unhappy life, trapped in a toxic relationship she only managed to escape when she returned to Orkney.

Six months ago, around the anniversary of his death, Freya had gently asked her if it wasn’t too sore to be looking out on that view every day, even though the tragedy had been over twenty years before.

Evie told her that she’d made her peace with the past and that now she could remember Brodie with fondness, although tinged with regret and grief.

Evie put down her brush, narrowed her eyes and gave her painting a long, hard stare, looking for flaws and ways to improve her work. She needed more subtle tones of grey in the sea and more of a threat of a dark storm to come. She went into the kitchen to make herself yet another pot of coffee, and noticed she had a text from Sophia, the only real friend she had made during those years of exile in London.

I’m coming to Orkney this weekend. I had yet another row with Finn but we’ve patched things up over a long phone sex session, so things are back on track. See you soon!

Evie laughed out loud, her mood instantly lifting. This was typical Sophia. She’d met Finn, a handsome Irishman who worked for the RSPB in Orkney when she had visited Evie.

Sophia had not just fallen in love with the beautiful islands, but also with Finn, a scruffy outdoorsy charmer.

On paper he was hardly Sophia’s type. She normally went for a metrosexual, groomed, cologne-scented professional man with a flashy job and a healthy bank balance. All of the things Finn was mostly definitely not.

Evie was extremely fond of Finn, but not at all convinced this long-distance relationship could work. Sophia would never be able to leave her busy life in London and settle in Orkney, even if – as she gleefully reported to Evie – sex over the phone with Finn was better than most couples enjoyed in bed.

Finn desperately wanted her to move up north to be with him, and his dream was for them to live in a cottage in Rackwick Bay on the island of Hoy where he monitored Sea Eagles. It sounded idyllic, but Sophia was clear-eyed enough to realise she would eventually become bored and resentful and miss her life in London.

So, they had limped along for the past year and a half, with Sophia spending long weekends in Orkney, often arriving exhausted and fractious after delays with the London flights. The two of them circled each other warily for a couple of days, only really settling into a routine when it was almost time for Sophia to return. Finn had looked so appalled when she asked if he would come down to London for a change one weekend that she didn’t bring it up again.

She had poured her heart out to Evie on her last visit and told her that she couldn’t go on like this much longer. Evie was careful not to try to sway Sophia one way or the other, but it was hard when she had never regretted her decision to come back home, even in mid-winter when the fierce gales threatened to blow you over, and the persistent freezing rain worked its way past the nape of your neck, trickling down your back and then into every crevice.

Sometimes Evie wished she could experience the high drama of Sophia and Finn’s intense relationship. She missed that tingling feeling of falling in love. Evie only ever had that with Brodie and after he died, she had never felt she deserved to be loved and shut down her feelings.

Admittedly, she had felt a spark with the shy and ridiculously handsome craftsman, Ross, who made beautiful Orkney chairs, but she wasn’t ready to find out if he felt the same. The scars of her past were too raw. On the rare occasion they were in the same room together, both were acutely aware there was electricity between them but neither knew how to make the first move.

Evie’s phone screen lit up again, but this time it was Freya.

Far too rough out there today. Tea and cakes at mine in half an hour, don’t be late. X

Evie smiled. As much as she enjoyed the wild water swimming with the Selkies, she also loved these stormy mornings when the women didn’t swim, and instead sat in front of a roaring fire, lounging on Freya’s comfy sofas with hand-knitted blankets over their knees. She would look across the room at Freya, whose round, almost wrinkle-free face shone with happiness at having her house filled with her friends and think how lucky she was to be a part of it all.

She quickly texted Sophia and Freya back, cleaned her brushes, whipped off her painted stained apron and headed out into the storm from the quiet of her studio. Every time she stepped outside in Orkney it took her breath away – but particularly on a day like today. There really wasn’t a place more beautiful on earth. And yet she was denying the healing power of Orkney to Amelia McLean. She knew she would have no peace of mind until she answered her email, but the longer she left it, the more difficult it would be to write a reply.

Evie was torn. Although she wanted to help this stranger, their shared family history was dark and complicated. Evie thought it would be safer to leave well alone, but she was still riddled with guilt and doubts.


Chapter Four

Freya’s House

Arriving in Freya’s living room was like stepping into a rainbow. Freya loved colour, the brighter the better. From the painted walls and colourful throws and rugs over the sofa to the collection of works from local artists (including Evie’s, of course), Freya’s home was as cheerful, charismatic and welcoming as its owner.

Evie smiled as she looked around the room at the different women who, along with Freya, had become her closest friends: Maureen, Kate, Delima and Patsy.

Maureen was a mature bride of almost eighteen months, sitting upright on a comfy armchair with her hands filled with knitting as usual. She’d had to put down those knitting needles for a while after her mastectomy, but she had healed well and was now busily making yet another baby cardigan in fluffy yellow wool. She was wearing a soft emerald-blue dress and felt hat gifted to her by Freya to keep her head warm.

Her beautiful thick black hair was long lost to chemotherapy. It had slowly grown back, wiry and curly and white as snow but Maureen had grown fond of wearing a hat, and truth be told, she still felt sensitive about her hair.

Her face was unnaturally swollen because of the ongoing cancer treatment. She had just recently finished another round of chemo. But her gentle eyes had the glow of a woman who knows she is much loved. Despite everything that had happened to her, Evie knew that Maureen felt lucky and deeply contented to be married to such a kind and wonderful man; Andrzej had made her so very happy.

Their wedding in the famous Italian Chapel was still talked about, and Maureen loved to show off the photographs and watch videos of that very special day, especially the ones with her beloved Polish husband and her teenage son Rory, whose dad had died young. Maureen, Andrzej and Rory were now a close-knit family and had found real happiness in challenging times.

Evie couldn’t help being worried about Maureen, but the signs were hopeful, and the treatment seemed to be working. If only you could bottle contentment and use it as a cure-all, then Maureen would sail safely through these stormy waters. In the early days after Maureen told everyone she had breast cancer, Evie had often felt at a loss as to what to say to her. Everything seemed trivial compared to the overwhelming reality of the ever-present disease.

Freya had gently told the other Selkies shortly after Maureen started her treatment, “Just treat her the same as we all used to do before she got sick. Of course, you can ask her how she’s doing, but she just really wants to talk about her boy, Rory, and boast to you about how clever he is, and how Andrzej treats her like a princess. She also wants to hear your news. Just normal stuff. You know what she’s like; she doesn’t want a fuss.”

Freya was a wise woman. There weren’t many left who remembered she had once played on the beach on the island of Hrossey as a little boy called Magnus. That was several lifetimes ago and the fact she happened to be a trans woman was the least interesting thing about her.

She was just Freya. Everyone’s friend and supporter, always there if you needed to pour your heart out and be given sound advice or could do with a quick chat to make you feel better about yourself. She seemed to have an endless supply of coffee, cake and whisky and a deep well of wisdom.

Evie was sitting beside Kate and thought again how relieved she was to have mended fences with her childhood friend, who’d been so hurt when Evie had fled the island aged eighteen and cut all contact for years. The two of them were now as close as they had been at school, making up for lost time.

Evie loved babysitting Kate’s two hilarious little girls who sometimes made her run into the kitchen and muffle her laughter into a tea towel. One day last week, when Evie had been looking after them after school, six-year-old Claire had solemnly told her big sister, Louise, that Siobhan at school had said daddies and mammies made babies just like cats and dogs and sheep and cows. They had both asked Evie if that was really true.

“Did someone have to throw water over mammy and daddy like Mrs Finnegan did when that big black dog was stuck to her peedie poodle,” Claire piped up, all wide-eyed innocence, with Louise looking to Evie for clarification.

Evie managed to keep it together to say she didn’t think that had happened to Kate and Edwyn before she had to flee from the room, hiccupping with laughter. It was moments like these, and just being with her friends today, that made her so glad she’d moved back to Orkney.

That afternoon, everyone’s attention was on Delima and her precocious-yet-adorable daughter Ola, and new baby Hari, a fat contented bundle with big brown eyes and a shock of blond hair. Delima was recounting how appalled Ola had been to witness his first nappy change.

“She asked me to send him back and get a clean one,” Delima said, taking a sip of tea. “I explained to her that daddy was changing Hari’s nappy for a new one. And that’s when she explained – no, she wanted a new baby! She even said, ‘This one smells bad.’”

Evie and the other women collapsed in giggles and Ola looked at all of them, smiling. She was a beautiful child and the image of her mother with shiny straight black hair and nut-brown eyes. She was as bright as a button and chatted constantly. Baby Hari had just turned two months old, forever smiling and fat as Buddha. He’d arrived into the world a fortnight overdue and no one could quite understand how such a stoater of a bairn had come out of such a peedie thing as his mum.

Delima had a tough time but had been dead set on a natural birth like she’d had with Ola. Even her husband, Jack, couldn’t talk her out of it. After twenty-eight hours of labour in Balfour Hospital, anxious midwifes had wanted her to have a C-section, which gave Delima the determination to push out young Hari with the last reserves of her strength.

Evie looked at Delima with affection and deep admiration. She appeared to be a delicate flower but really, she was a steel magnolia, and very much the brains behind the success of the seal sanctuary and animal hospital she ran with her husband. It was by the shore in Hoxa, just over the barriers in South Ronaldsay, and everyone in Orkney knew to call them if they found a stray kitten or a stranded seal pup.

“Isn’t it time for me to get a cuddle of that peedie mite?” said Freya, holding out her plump arms and engulfing baby Hari in soft sweet-smelling silk. The baby instantly cooried into Freya and fell into a contented sleep.

Patsy, a raw-boned woman who worked with Maureen’s husband, Andrzej, who declared her to be the best carpenter he had ever come across, observed wryly, “I wouldn’t call that baby peedie. You could send him out to work in the fields. He could pick up a coo, put it under his oxter and carry it to market. He’s as strong as an ox.”

Patsy shook her head and added, “I still don’t know how the hell you ever managed to push him out Delima and I can’t believe you aren’t still walking like John Wayne with rickets.”

Delima laughed, “You forget the pain as soon as you have the baby in your arms. Otherwise, no woman would ever give birth again.”

“If I’d ever been unfortunate enough to have kids,” said Patsy grimly, “it would have been as nature intended, with me lying flat on a hospital bed numb from the neck down.”

Freya smiled and rocked Hari in her arms. “Behave yourself Patsy. He’s just a bonnie big boy like his daddy.” She sighed happily, “It’s lovely to have a peedie newborn to fuss over again. Ola has grown up so fast. And it feels like such a long time since your two were bairns, Kate.”

Kate smiled, “And they were both so contented to be held in your arms. You were the only one who could stop them crying and wriggling. Mind how our Claire looked like a chimp when she was born with all that hair.”

“I remember,” said Freya chuckling. “She had sideburns like Elvis and a hairy back.”

Although she didn’t know it, Freya’s words cut deep into Evie’s heart. She often realised just how much she’d missed during those years away. Seeing a look of sadness come over Evie’s face, Freya came over and placed baby Hari in her arms.

“You’re back now,” Freya whispered, squeezing Evie’s shoulder.

“Now then everybody,” Freya said loudly as she’d sat back down clinking her cake fork against her cup of tea. “How is my surprise eightieth birthday party coming along?”

“How the hell did you know about that, Freya?” asked a scandalised Kate.

“Well, I didn’t for sure, but I absolutely do now …” said Freya laughing. “Come on. There was no way you weren’t going to do something special for me, and whenever I come into a room these days, you all look panicked and start talking loudly about the weather.”

She added, “Just make sure there’s loads of food, tons of booze and lots of fine fellas to dance with me. I will need a steady supply of young men and I fully intend to wear them all out.”

“Consider it done,” said Evie. “But you have to promise to leave it all to us. No interfering and look suitably surprised in front of everyone else or they will all be mortally disappointed.”

“I promise,” said Freya. She grinned round at all her friends. “Am I really not to have any idea about what you’ve planned for my birthday?”

“No,” said Kate. “So don’t ask again.”

Freya got up again from her comfortable chair, “I think I will pour us all a dram if that’s OK with you.” They all agreed they’d have a drink apart from Delima who was breast-feeding and anyway thought whisky tasted like ashes and smoke steeped in sea water.

A couple of hours passed catching up on gossip and passing sleepy baby Hari around like a plump parcel until they all reluctantly headed home. Jack picked up his wife, daughter and baby son. Andrzej came to collect Maureen and Evie gave Kate and Patsy a lift in Florence the Beetle, her beloved bright yellow car. They all chatted happily on the way home about plans for Freya’s eightieth, but Evie had no idea just how much that birthday celebration would change all their lives.


Chapter Five

Alaska, 1965

In no time at all, and very much to his surprise, James found himself in love, spruced up, squeezed into an ill-fitting black suit and swiftly married to Marge. Every day, he marvelled at how this woman had opened up his heart in a way he hadn’t thought possible. He’d never allowed himself to have a proper relationship before. It was all one-night stands and no commitment.

He hadn’t felt he was missing out and scoffed at the men he worked with who in his opinion threw away their money on ungrateful floozies. His feelings for Marge had crept up on him so quietly he hadn’t realised it was happening, but now he knew he couldn’t live without her. There were no fireworks, but a kind of peaceful contentment that enriched his life.

Marge had surprised herself by falling hard for this solid, quiet man, too. Every single day she felt like she was discovering something new about James. His love of literature and classical music. The fact that his flat was spotless and filled with books and an eclectic record collection that included Marty Robbins, Frank Sinatra and Maria Callas. And that his most prized possession was a radiogram with a record player which he polished until it shone.

Marge was also introduced to Maggie, a timid black-and-white cat who James had found yowling outside his door when she was just a kitten. Maggie would have frozen to death if he hadn’t taken her in, given her some warm milk and made her a bed out of a cardboard box lined with his oldest woollen jumper. Maggie was a house cat who never went outside, despite James trying to coax her out of the front door.

The shy little animal took a liking to Marge right away, which is what finally convinced James that it might be rather pleasant to have a woman around the place. After a few months of gentle courtship, Marge moved in. It seemed silly for them both to be paying high rentals. She brought a sweet softness to his house with cushions and flowers and her own collection of Ella Fitzgerald records.

When James said they may as well make it official, Marge made all the arrangements and they had a quiet wedding in the local courthouse. Two of his workmates acted as witnesses and they had a bottle of champagne in a small overpriced Italian restaurant, which they both declared tasted nasty and smelled like Maggie’s litter tray. James was relieved it was so low-key. Neither of them liked a fuss, and Marge’s family couldn’t come all that way at short notice. It also made it less of an issue that he didn’t have anyone to invite. He hadn’t told Marge about his daughter, Cara – now that he was no longer sending money for her, it felt like that link had been completely severed.

Many of his fellow fishermen, whalers and oil workers surely had children they’d fathered and didn’t know about. James felt he had done more than most in sending money to his daughter, and there was no point upsetting things with Marge for no reason.

A few weeks after the wedding James was dragged to Minnesota to be shown off to his new mother-in-law, an overweight, sour-faced pensioner who had long expected her daughter to remain a spinster.

The old woman had it all planned out. Marge would move in and act as her companion when she was in her dotage and be at her beck and call at all times. It would have been a dull and miserable life for Marge who would have ended up as a thankless workhorse. The old harridan was not best pleased at this turn of events.

James and his formidable mother-in-law eyed each other up like prize fighters in the stuffy uncomfortable parlour where every possible space was filled with dusty bric-a-brac.

Mrs Svenson had a particular fondness for squirrel ornaments and brass horseshoes, but not enough to give them a proper clean, so they were tarnished with neglect. She narrowed her eyes and glared at James and he knew this was a battle he couldn’t win.

“This is all very sudden,” she snapped. “I wasn’t aware that Marjorie even had a boyfriend.” She laughed harshly and added, “How stupid it sounds to call you Marjorie’s boyfriend. It makes her sound like a young girl instead of an old maid.” She leaned forward to James and hissed, “You do realise she’s almost forty.”

Marge bridled, “Mother, you know full well that I’m thirty-two. You tell me often enough what a struggle it was for you to bring me into the world and that you were in labour for days, so I think you would remember the exact year I was born.”

James said mildly, “Well now, Mrs Svenson. Or would you prefer me to call you Gertrude?”

“Indeed, I would not,” said the old woman folding her arms with a glare that could strip wallpaper.

James pressed on, “ Mrs Svenson, as you well know I am actually Marge’s husband and not her boyfriend. We got married up in Alaska two weeks ago. I’m sorry we didn’t invite you, but it was all last minute and it was a very small ceremony.”

James saw his mother-in-law’s mouth purse so tight it resembled his cat Maggie’s bum. “I wouldn’t have been able to come anyway.” Her voice took on a horrible whine, “Not in my state of health. I can hardly walk and I can’t keep anything down, not that Marjorie would care.”

James looked at her ample figure and thought she could do with losing more than a few pounds. There was clearly nothing wrong with her and she was obviously lying about not being able to eat and, if she couldn’t get around, it was because she was bone idle.

‘Christ,’ he thought. ‘Poor Marge dealing with this horrible old bag. Whatever happened to the Minnesota Nice I’ve always heard so much about? I thought they were all super polite and at least outwardly friendly here, even if they loathed each other.’

He ploughed on regardless, “You see, we didn’t want any fuss and Marge said you wouldn’t have wanted to travel all that way up there. But we wanted to come down to see you and share the good news in person.”

This was a long speech from James, who was a man of few words, but he had seen the hurt and fear in his new wife’s eyes, and already he despised this horrible bully who obviously thought of his Marge as her very own long-suffering slave. No wonder she had left home and headed north to Alaska in search of a way out. He felt a rush of tenderness for his new wife.

They had initially planned to set up home with Marge’s mother until finding a place of their own nearby, but clearly that would have made them both deeply miserable and killed their marriage. James reckoned Mrs Gertrude Svenson would have taken a grim enjoyment having them living with her, giving her something to whinge and moan about, and she’d get a real kick out of making their lives unbearable. James would never give her the satisfaction.

So instead, James and Marge decided to go back up north to Alaska. James to finally apply for a job as a supervisor on the new oil fields in the very far north, and Marge to put in for a job in the library. They ended up moving to Barrow, the most northerly town in Alaska, with a population of just four thousand people, most of them Inuits. It was an isolated and quiet life and they rubbed along happily enough.

Although she loved James, sex was a duty for Marge and she forced herself to lift her nightie, shut her eyes and bear her husband’s clumsy lovemaking once a week.

After James retired, they moved south back to Fairfax into a modest little house on the outskirts of town.

They both found it a bit too noisy and busy after the stark calm and quiet of Barrow, and they missed the awe-inspiring northern lights and sense of isolation, but Marge soon made a circle of friends through her bridge club and volunteering at the local charity shop.

James mostly read his Scottish history books, listened to his new Beethoven collection and watched the PSB channel for historical documentaries. Their lives were uncomplicated and reassuringly dull.

That was until 1978 when Marge hit forty-five and found her periods had petered out and weight had gathered around her belly. She chalked it up to ‘the change’ but when she went to the doctor with agonising stomach cramps, she was shocked to be told that not only was she pregnant, but
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