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PART I
November 1993





Chapter 1
Saturday, 20th November 1993

Nervous energy, or its close relative anticipation, should definitely be
made use of. It could help a person focus the brain, and if you soaked
yourself in the situation of the moment for a short, intense period, you
might come out of it feeling assured, if not elated.

It was this thought which accompanied Kate Wilder as she wandered
around Camastianavaig Bay on an unseasonably bright November
Saturday. The thought that when her family finally came around to
accepting her ‘outrageous’ plans for her future, the end result would
more than make up for this painful period of disapproval. She would be
able to release and enjoy the love she felt inside, without further
condemnation. But how long was it going to take?

The Isle of Raasay lay flat on Kate’s horizon, partially bathed in
areas of fluid sunshine, while the crags of Ben Tianavaig stood as
sentries before her, protecting the cottage where her family were, no
doubt, talking about her yet again. Honestly, how many more times
could they accuse her of being insensitive and out of her mind? Her
older sister, Hazel, had used the word ‘certifiable’, although Kate had
a suspicion that Hazel had heard it on the telly the day before. Hazel
rarely used such words, when wild gesticulations would do.

Kate settled herself at one of the picnic tables next to the gorse
hedge, and listened as the water rippled and lapped a few yards from
her feet. After two months in Canada, this place’s familiarity was both
comforting and upsetting. It was from this spot that she had watched
her mother wander aimlessly in their garden, trying to spend ‘every
moment left to her’ out-of-doors, where the scenery soothed her puffy
eyes. Kate could hardly believe that only ten months ago her mother’s
illness had not yet been diagnosed; that their family had pottered about
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in that one-storey cottage, contentedly trying to find a way through life
which suited each of them, totally ignorant of what was to come.

Ignorant of the speed at which the cancer would take Fiona’s life,
tearing her apart from the inside out, and unaware of the stagnant pool
of depression that was about to close over them. In an attempt to
prevent them from drowning in that foul-smelling grief, Fiona had
astounded everyone by inviting her estranged husband into their home
and asking him to keep the family together.

Kate now frowned, aware that in this area, she had systematically
demolished every bridge the man had worked hard to build. In the two
manic months since her mother’s passing, Kate had divided their family
even further, when he had tried so hard to keep it united.

As she sat twirling a white shirt button between her fingers, Kate felt
the heat of the sun finally seep through her fleece and begin to caress
her shoulders. Was it the sun? She had been outside for over half an
hour, and yet it had only begun to affect her, as she watched the tiny
piece of thread disengage itself from the button. The heat was
spreading; over her collar bones and down her chest, settling on her
stomach. It was a welcome sensation, one which she had learned to
conjure by thinking of the button’s owner.

David, tall with worker’s arms, his face rarely clean shaven, was her
love. Kate had barely touched the man’s body, but regularly enjoyed
picturing his skin through the gap from the missing button on his shirt.
Thank God no one could read her mind, or her thoughts, too, would be
condemned.

“Thank God,” Kate repeated, and pressed the button against her
flushed face.

Two weeks since she had left David in Canada. Two weeks since she
had waved goodbye to his green eyes and bewildered face. Kate had
not minded his dazed expression, because it had meant there was hope
for them. Hope that he might allow her to love him, however much of
a surprise it had been. And, relief that he had not immediately cut her
out of his life. That was all anyone truly wanted, wasn’t it? The chance
to realise a dream with the person you needed the most? The hope that
those closest to you would be as happy as you were? A cool breeze
lifted the front of Kate’s fringe.

All around her were the greens and browns of late autumn; the
shrivelled hedges, dead bracken and bare trees; even the sea took part,
showing off the same tones in seaweed and kelp. A solid block of red
appeared in her eye-line, bumping its way up their drive. Kate was
suddenly on her feet, furious at her own lack of concentration for the 
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reason she was there. She cursed loudly as she ran, scattering the
sheep who patrolled the road and startling the crows from the trees.
How had she failed to notice the Royal Mail van’s arrival?

Kate managed to maintain her speed as the road banked upwards,
but as her trainers hit the gravel of the driveway, she saw the van
driver hand the post to Hazel, and she skidded to a frustrated halt.
Through her shallow breathing, Kate watched her sister laugh with the
man, agree that the weather was a welcome respite from the gusts of
yesterday and then accept his pat on the arm.

Apparently, when your mother passed away, folks felt that patting
your arm helped in some way. Kate bit her lip at her own cynicism and
waved as he pulled out of their gate, heading up the hill in a rev of
purple fumes.

Hazel was standing motionless in the doorway, arms folded and
devoid of humour now that they were alone. Equally, Kate was in no
mood to toe the line.

“Anything for me?” she shouted, moving once more, but Hazel had
already returned inside, the door closing behind her. That nervous
shimmer which Kate had been so happy to entertain now formed a
weapon and wounded her with panic. If David had replied to her letter,
a letter where she had been amazed by her own eloquence, then it was
private and for her eyes alone.

The first thing which struck Kate as she entered the kitchen was the
smell of baking. The second was the look on her sister’s face.

“What are you playing at?” began Hazel, her long, dark hair a
spinning skirt of strands as she turned away from Kate. “You’re spoiling
everything – and you know it, which is the very worst thing about it.
Why?”

“Would you like to give me my letters, please?” It was no effort for
Kate to match the flint in her sister’s voice as she held out her hand.
They had not shared a soft word in nearly a fortnight.

“No,” replied Hazel, as Beth appeared, making her way to the oven
in pretence of not interfering; as their aunt, it was an act the older lady
had perfected over the years. “No, you’re not getting it. It’s his writing
and it’s, it’s not fair.”

“Is it my name on the envelope? I’m pretty sure it’s illegal for you–”
“Do you think I care? Grow up, for God’s sake!”
Before the heat crawling up Kate’s throat had a chance to erupt out

loud, Beth stepped between them, her oven gloves giving the
impression  that  she  was  ready  to  fight  in  someone’s  corner.  With
both  nieces  looking  at  her,  wearing  matching  indignant  ‘I’m-right-
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about-this’ expressions, Beth momentarily wished she could take the
entire tray of shortbread and retire to the top of the Ben.

“Are those my photos?” said Kate looking at the package in her
sister’s hand, her voice rising before her aunt could say a word.
“They’re mine. I took them and paid for them.”

“Come on, now,” Beth tried to soothe, “Let’s just take this back a
step.”

“Not while she’s holding my post,” stated Kate. “Give it to me,” she
said, extending her hand firmly toward Hazel.

There was a time Hazel might have turned to persuasion at this
point, pouting in a way she thought endearing and citing her mother’s
dying wishes to make an impression upon her sister. But Kate’s present
crime did not permit this. Hazel, at three years her senior, had been
injured more than any other by Kate’s ‘insane’ declaration of love and
intention. This was not a time for compromise.

“God knows what you said to him to get him to write back,” began
Hazel, her voice burning the air around them, “But you had no right.
He’s my–”

“So you think you’re the only one with rights?” Kate felt her nose
itch, a sure sign of nearby tears. She shook the itch away. “I’ve told
you how I feel about him. I’ll tell you again, if it’ll make any difference.”

Hazel looked hopelessly at Beth. “Are you listening to this?”
The two envelopes, both of which Kate had longed for almost as

much as the touch of David’s lips, were so close. If she could just bring
this present fight to an end, she could be lying on her bed, precious
sheets of paper in her hand and a pamphlet of Canadian photos by her
side.

A week ago, when Beth had asked David to stop phoning the house,
Kate had dared to hope that he might write instead. Since then, she
had been waiting daily to intercept the post, and had only missed out
today because she had let her mind meander through her feelings. Kate
extended her hand further now, absolutely sure that she was on the
right and proper side of this.

“I could ask him to write again, but I’d have to say why. Shall I tell
him everything you’ve called me? Called him?”

This time Hazel did not move a muscle. Her face seemed to close
down instead, as if someone had unplugged her, and her eyes which
normally matched her name were black marbles in her head. Beth
seemed to have stopped breathing. At any other time, Kate may have
marvelled at the hostility in the room, but all that mattered now was
that people should take her seriously and listen to her.
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Hazel gently laid both envelopes on the table.
“Here then. Thank God Mum isn’t here to see what you’ve turned

into,” she said. Not wishing to witness Kate’s relief, she headed outside.
When Kate had her treasures in her hand, she was surprised to see

one tear fall and land on her name, where the ink ran and the thick
paper discoloured immediately. Hazel still had the power to slip beneath
her skin and apply pressure to her nerve endings. Perhaps Beth wished
that Kate would go back to acting for the greater good, as she had
done for most of her life. Perhaps they should all try to understand her
feelings better, instead of condemning her. Love was love, after all.

“Is it definitely from him?” asked Beth, sliding off the gloves.
Kate nodded and then dared to smile. The potential of this particular

love affair was enormous. How was it possible that no one else in this
house could see this? Not Hazel, Beth, or even Kenny, Beth’s constantly
unflappable partner. Did they really think that she deserved less than
the best, after the revelations of the last year? When her entire
existence, from conception to the present bereavement, had been the
subject of discussion and opinion? Kate had changed, had been
changed, and yet they assumed she would not react to any of it. She
had reacted by grabbing relief, excitement and happiness where she
found it, in the most unconventional of places. Yet it was only
unconventional to others; to Kate, it made perfect sense, and she was
almost positive that David loved her in return. He had told her so.

“Do you mind if–?” Kate asked, edging towards the hallway. Beth
waved her away, as she hoped she would. Within a minute, Kate was
lying on her bed staring at the ceiling, enjoying the shimmer once
more, this time purely of anticipation. Whatever he had written had
come from him and no one else. He would speak to her again as soon
as she opened the envelope.

Inside the paper was lined, ripped from a notebook as if at speed.
Kate smiled, trying to imagine David hunting for an envelope,
concentration on his face, wishing to reply to her honesty as quickly as
possible.

Dear Kate,
I’m sure I’ve never written a letter to anybody in years, but you

make it look so easy. I can’t promise that I’ll be able to fill as many
pages as you, but it feels good that what I write down, you will read.
It seems a long time since we spoke to each other. The phone was
okay while it lasted, but I miss talking to you face-to-face. You made
me laugh. You made me take part, which was unexpected in itself, and
it was great. How is Hazel? I need to know that she is okay ...
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As Kate heard David’s voice in her head, she tried to picture him
twiddling his pen. She had known him only for a short while, but in that
time had committed his whole self to her memory. She could not
imagine he found the intimacy of writing easy, no matter how tall or
handsome he was. She had seen a variety of emotions appear in his
eyes, a range of expressions run across his face before he managed to
conceal them, but knew that spontaneity was far too dangerous a
concept for him. Oh yes, Kate knew how he worked, knew more about
him than any other man on earth and knew that, at this moment, when
one life had ended, she had the ability to save two in return. She
wanted to do that more than anything. She would do it.

However, whilst trawling through her photos, sorting them fondly
into those with people and those of the sights of a small Canadian
town, Kate’s confidence in her abilities began to dip. She caught hold
of it quickly and, in an attempt to keep it from plummeting downhill,
began to rearrange the items on her dresser. With that completed to
her satisfaction, she lined her boots and shoes neatly in the bottom of
the wardrobe and went to find a cloth to clean the bedroom window.

Her mother’s vacated room had become hers in the aftermath of the
fighting, and although a double bed felt strange, there had been some
comfort in the space. Fiona sometimes floated in to say hello.

But as hard as she rubbed at the panes of glass, poking the cloth
into the corners of the frames and peeling off the loose flakes of paint,
her mind kept returning to David’s letter and his concern for Hazel.

There Hazel was outside, wandering the garden as their mother had
done, in just such a frustrated state. Never had they argued like this
about anything, least of all over who had first claims on the heart of a
man.

David was worried about Hazel, and Beth was fading away, fretting
about everybody.

Kate sighed. If she was going to enjoy reading his letter again, she
had to make some sort of effort to pacify her sister.

The kitchen clock seemed louder than usual as Kate poured tea into
two mugs. She felt like telling it to keep the noise down, that she was
about to go and speak to her sister and that pointing out the passing
of time was not helping. She would not be rushed. It appeared to listen
and allowed Kate to construct an opening sentence as she shoved two
chocolate biscuits into her pocket and the pamphlet of photos under
her arm. She found Hazel at the picnic table, her face flat on the
wooden slats, eyes closed.

“Hey, H.” It was all she had.
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Kate placed one of the mugs three inches from Hazel’s face and
watched as her eyes opened, focussed, and closed again. She took the
bench opposite the slouched figure and tried to slot her legs under the
table without making contact. At this stage, baby steps were required.
She sipped her tea and waited. After a moment, Hazel mumbled a few
words.

“Sorry?” Kate said.
“I said, I’m not drinking that.”
“That’s not a problem,” Kate replied, and brought out the biscuits.
She heard Hazel sigh loudly, then, “I hate you sometimes.”
“Do you want a Kit-Kat?”
At last Hazel levered herself off the table, two parallel lines now

etched onto her cheek. She regarded Kate for a second, recognising a
hint of regret in her eyes, and reminded herself that the girl had been
through a lot and that surely, in time, she would outgrow this
astounding infatuation. Hazel looked at the treat on offer, and picked
up the packet of photographs instead.

“Go on, then,” said Kate, and steeled for the next phase.
Holiday photographs. It was traditional that a person should

comment on every single one of them, even if there were over fifty in
number and not all of them contained a person or a spectacular view.
However, this particular ‘holiday’ was in no way conventional and only
warranted the term because it had involved both Hazel and Kate being
removed from their island home and transported across the ocean to
a new and exciting location. Hazel had come home after a fortnight,
Kate remaining for an extra month, both of them returning with more
knowledge, emotion and altered perceptions than they could ever have
imagined.

Kate watched as Hazel waded through the pile of photographs,
careful to ensure that they stayed in order; a habit they learned from
their mother that they would take to their own graves.

Hazel remained mute throughout the viewing, even when the
scenery on show was beyond anything they had seen before. When the
first photo of Hazel and David himself came into view, Hazel let out a
jagged breath, holding the image close to her face and marvelling at
the fact that they had been so happy together. He had been everything
Hazel hoped he would be, but now her experiences were tainted, and
she felt her resentment threatening her again. Kate allowed her time
to study the photo before handing over the next few landscapes,
sensing that any words she spoke would jump-start the criticism and
disbelief once again.
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The first few days in Canada showed photos of Hazel in various
poses, leaving the airport, outside the huge house they had called
home for the duration and standing next to many of the town’s weird
landmarks. Then David had begun to feature more and more, usually
with his arm slung along Hazel’s shoulder, both of them beaming.
Indeed, because Kate was less likely to drop the camera in a puddle or
leave it in a cafe, she only featured in one photo. Hazel stared at this
particular image now. It showed David and Kate by Lake Cowichan, the
sun behind them and the slightly squint horizon proving that the
photographer had indeed been Hazel. However, in spite of the poor
composition, she guessed that this one was Kate’s favourite of them all.

“Forgot to say,” Kate’s voice was determined to cut through the
thickening atmosphere. “It snowed before I came away. I know you
were hoping to see it, so if you look at the last few ...”

Hazel wordlessly viewed the sparkling pathways, the laden trees and
the brilliance of the blue sky against each subject. The sights were
beautiful and would normally have had her gasping with delight, but
she knew her voice would have sounded hollow, so she said nothing at
all. The final picture showed a pair of spectacularly carved wooden
gateposts, over eight feet tall and composed of interconnecting Celtic
knots. At last, Hazel trusted her voice.

“I’m glad you took a photo of those,” she acknowledged. “They
really were a work of art. Thanks for showing me all of them.”

“It was your holiday, too.”
Hazel finally took a gulp of tea. She looked out over the bay,

wondering exactly when their world had begun to crumble. The easy
answer was with the death of their mother, but they had coped with
that together. The sad fact was that, in spite of her dad’s efforts, the
truth about Fiona and subsequently Kate had ruptured something. It
had separated Kate from her mentally, had tossed the girl into the air
and failed to catch her as she had fallen. Kate was still hurt, bruised
and totally out of her mind. Maybe, with patience and a little give and
take, she might consider accepting that there was no possible future
with David.

“Could I have one of him and me? For a frame?” Hazel saw no point
in skirting the subject any longer.

“Yes. Take any you want.”
“Thanks.”

«•»«•»«•»
When the sun, which shone through the clouds for the whole of that

Saturday, sank and the moon took over the night watch, Kate took her 
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photos and her letter to bed with her. She read the notepaper sheets
twice, before tucking them safely into her pillowcase and sliding down
the bed. She had one more nighttime routine to perform, however, and
she hauled both her Walkman and a single framed print from deep
within the bedside cabinet. Having generously left her favourite Runrig
tape with David in the hope that he might listen to it and think of her
fondly, she now switched on her latest compilation. She needed to hear
those words as she laid her eyes on the only photo of David where he
was looking directly at her, speaking to her, smiling at her alone. He
was leaning out of his truck window, his hair flattened by the hat he
had hastily removed on seeing her, and his grin was one of genuine
pleasure. 

His rough chin was unshaved as always and she loved it. His green
eyes were crinkled against the snow brightness and she loved them. His
hands on the steering wheel were gloved and huge. She loved his
hands. And she loved his mouth. She had kissed him only a handful of
times, each one confirming that her heart was without doubt set on the
right course, even though he had been incredibly cautious and had
never really responded until they had said their airport goodbye. That
was fine. From what she had seen, he was sensitive and moral, a man
who knew that people would not view their love with an open mind,
and he refused to compromise anything by rushing ahead. But he loved
her. He had said so and promised her the time and backing required,
even if it meant that at the end of this they could not be together. 

Kate closed her eyes against that thought and instead saw David
saluting her, his eyes shining, as she had disappeared through the
departure gate. It had been the hardest walk Kate had ever taken,
effectively removing herself from him for God knew how long. But each
day had cemented her plans, and she warmed herself knowing that
only David could end this, and she trusted him not to. He was, after all,
not some fickle teenager who spun the same yarn to all of the females
who took his fancy. David had loved only once before and that had not
ended well.

Kate knew that she would never let him down, never give in to the
pressure, and never love anyone but him. She could not change the
fact that she was seventeen, but not one person could stop her from
knowing her own mind and heart.

After all, she had witnessed for herself how a life without David had
affected her mother, and had understood the depth of the woman’s
despair. How had Fiona stood the time away from him, her husband,
with only Hazel as a reminder of their love? It was unthinkable, but one 
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stupid, unplanned error in judgement had robbed Fiona of his trust and
company. In its place, it had presented her with the product of that
awful mistake, Kate.
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