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Marsali Taylor grew up near Edinburgh, Scotland. Her family holidays were spent in a remote cottage in the West Highlands, the region where her detective Gavin Macrae lives. Like her sailing heroine, Cass, she has always been used to boats, and spent her gap-year earnings on her first sailing dinghy, Lady Blue. She studied English at Dundee University, did a year of teacher training and took up her first post, teaching English and French to secondary-school children in Aith, Shetland. Gradually her role expanded to doing drama too, and both primary- and secondary-school pupils have won prizes performing her plays at the local Drama Festival. Some of these plays were in Shetlandic, the local dialect.


Death from a Shetland Cliff is the eighth novel in her much-loved Shetland Sailing Mysteries series.
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‘This series is a must-read for anyone who loves the sea, or islands, or joyous, intricate story-telling.’ Ann Cleeves


As summer draws to a close in Shetland, indomitable sailor Cass Lynch is preparing to look after eccentric, outspoken Tamar, who is returning from hospital following a fall. Recuperation should involve a peaceful week in Tamar’s isolated cottage but, on arriving at the house, Cass finds there has been a break-in . . . curiously, only some old papers are disturbed.


Then the body of a man is found in a cove close-by and while it looks to be an accident at first glance, suspicions are quickly aroused – and soon the police have a murder on their hands.


At the same time, Cass begins to suspect Tamar knows more than she’s letting on about her family’s ties to the local laird. As the family start to gather, secrets won’t stay buried for long . . .


This eighth novel in the series brings Cass back to her home waters, where she becomes entangled in a family saga of greed, inheritance and hidden truths.









To Mr Craig Parnaby,


Consultant Colorectal Surgeon MBChB MSc FRCS


with my heartfelt gratitude for his skill in operating on a serious pelvic infection, and his dedication to every aspect of my aftercare. Now I’m determined to be well again!


After cancer problems while I was writing The Trowie Mound Murders, I’d hoped for peace, healthwise, but eight years on a simmering pelvic infection blew out of control. Thank you to Miss Weber for her emergency operation in Lerwick, and thank you to Mr Macfarlane, Leona, Sue and all the staff of Ward 1 for their care of me here in Shetland until I could be flown down for the ten-hour operation by Mr Parnaby and his team at the Aberdeen Royal Infirmary. Thank you to Mr Parnaby, his anaesthetist Dr Alastair Hunter, and his ward round team, led by Dr Duncan Scrimgeour; thank you to Dr Marzoug who performed the second draining of Collection 1 using CT scanning.


I was in the Aberdeen Royal Infirmary for three weeks, and at a strange time: spring 2020. When I went in the world was normal. There was no wifi in the ARI, but my daughter, who flew up from London for the op, told me of closed schools and empty supermarket shelves; later phone calls added working from home and lockdown in the house; my husband, who stayed at CLAN Aberdeen throughout my time in hospital, described marked shop floors, social distancing and restrictions on going out. Alas for our plans for him to bring me juice, fruit and a supply of books from the Oxfam bookshop; it was the first shop to close, and halfway through my time, hospital visitors were banned (thank goodness for the complete works of Jane Austen on Kindle). Wifi was set up then, and the news, FB and emails gave me my first encounter with a changed world.


During this time the care and support of the ward staff was particularly important. Thank you to the stoma nurses, Christine, Effie and Emma. Thank you to Ailsa, Amy, Becca, Bethany, Carla, Carys, Dean, Debbie, Donna, Fiona, Grace, Katie and Katy, Lindsay, the two Lorraines, Lynne, Martin, Sandra and all the other staff of the big Ward 206, and the individual wards on the other side (naturally I had a shot at getting Covid symptoms, and had to be isolated in case). Thank you for your expertise, your kindness, your warm friendliness; thank you for pressing me with juice and snacks when I had no appetite; thank you for your smiles and encouraging comments as I tottered round the ward, first on a zimmer frame then on my own two feet. You made all the difference to my time at the ARI.


Thank you all.









I


The Starting Line


In a sailing race, the start is across an imaginary line on the water between two buoys. The line is at right angles to the wind. The committee boat will hoist a flag at five minutes to go, a second flag at four minutes, one flag will be lowered at one minute, and the second at go. A gun will be fired, or a hooter sounded, with each flag movement.









Chapter One




Wednesday 20th August


HW 00.17 (1.5); LW 06.33 (0.5); HW 15.54 (1.4); LW 18.39 (0.5)


Sunrise 04.32, sunset 19.44; moonrise 15.21, moonset 22.18.


Gibbous moon.





ben-end: the bedroom of a two-roomed cottage, or the ‘best’ room, if there are bedrooms upstairs [Scandinavian, ben, the inner or better room of a house]


‘I was wondering,’ my friend Magnie said, ‘if you’d mebbe come and check oot me cousin Tamar’s hoose wi’ me.’


It was a bonny late summer afternoon at the marina. We’d checked over the red-sailed Mirrors for the bairns’ next practice for the Junior Interclub, which was to be held here at Brae a week on Saturday, run simultaneously (just to keep things interesting) with our own Pico regatta. Now we were sitting on the slatted-wood benches in the cockpit of my Khalida, having a three-o’clock cup of tea.


It was good to be home in Shetland, and back aboard my own boat. Sørlandet, the Norwegian tall ship I worked aboard, was based in Kristiansand, but since we were sailing all over the place I’d decided it was easiet just to keep Khalida in Brae, where Magnie could keep an eye on her for me. She was the smallest yacht in the marina, and the most old-fashioned, but I looked with satisfaction at the neatly folded mainsail above us, and the gleaming wood and brushed navy cushions in her cabin after this morning’s clean-out. Cat was up on the foredeck, washing his white paws after a foray along the ebb, and the marina seal was sculling along the sterns of the yachts opposite us. It was all beautifully peaceful after four months of being second mate aboard a ship filled with up to seventy trainees.


I wriggled my back into a more comfortable position against the wire guard rails, and put my feet up on the opposite bench. ‘Do I ken your cousin Tamar?’


‘She’s the lady o’ the Ladie,’ Magnie said, and chuckled to himself at the joke.


I nodded southwards towards the narrow channel between Brae and the ‘White City’ of Aith. ‘The Ladie down at Houbansetter? The crofthouse looking over the sound?’


Magnie nodded, and settled into yarn mode. ‘My cousin Tamar, she’s the last o’ the older generation o’ the Irvines o’ the Ladie. Her mother’s mother was first cousin to me grandmother, but she’s a piece older as me.’


Given that Magnie was now in his seventies, although you’d never have guessed it from the spryness of him, that made her a good age. Magnie’s pause suggested he was working it out. ‘Yea, she’ll be into her nineties.’ He waved that away with one hand. ‘Sharp as a tack, though. There was never any doiting in the Irvine side. Anyway, she had a fall twartree weeks ago, getting up in the night, and broke her hip. She’s in Wastview, but she’s champing to get oot o’ there.’


‘Wastview?’


‘The Care Centre over at Walls. The hospital threw her out two days after the accident, but they said she couldna come straight back to the house on her own, so it had to be Wastview until they had the Occupational Therapy and Physio set up, coming to visit her, and that takes a bit longer, apparently, for folk “outwith central areas”.’ He went momentarily from Shetland dialect into English as he quoted some doctor. ‘But they need the bed now, and one of the lasses that works there said she had the dentist in Brae, and she’d put her home on the way. Tomorrow. I said I’d go over and check everything was ready for her.’ He gave me a sideways look out of his pebble-green eyes. ‘I thought maybe you might come alang. A woman’s eye, all that.’


Given that I’d lived on a series of boats for the last fifteen years, since I was sixteen, I didn’t see why just being female qualified me for the post of Chief Inspector of Housework, especially since Magnie’s crofthouse was kept as spick and span as it ever had been when his mother was alive. ‘When were you thinking of going over?’


‘No time like now, if you’re no’ busy.’


‘Nothing happening here until the bairns in the evening,’ I agreed, and rose to rinse the mugs. Ten minutes later, I was jolting along in Magnie’s mustard-yellow Fiat, around the head of the voe, along the broad road south to Voe, and onto the single track towards Aith. We drove past the loch where we’d met the njuggle last winter, past the little cluster of houses at Gonfirth, turned right onto the South Voxter road, and stopped to open the gate to a road going into the hills, rich with royal purple heather. We squeezed past a red hire car belonging to some tourist walker who didn’t quite understand about passing places, and round a double corner to the view over the Sound o’ Houbansetter.


It was a stretch of water I knew well. It looked wider from up here than it felt sailing through it. Before us was the sound itself, the narrow passage between Busta voe to the north and Aith voe to the south. From the opposite shore, the Blade of Papa Little beckoned, a long, crooked sandbank waiting to catch the keels of unwary yachts. The tide was three-quarters out; the shore glistened with dark orange weed. The Hippopotami, a jagged pair of isolated rocks on the other side of the sound, stood out dark against the grey-blue water. It looked a lovely spot, with the Ward of Papa Little green against the blue sky, but the wind funnelling through the sound flecked the dancing waves with white. It would be a cold, exposed place in a flying northerly gale.


Magnie parked the car behind a scarlet runabout that I took to be Tamar’s. I got out and looked around. There had once been a community in these few acres of land, with three families scraping a living from the croft and the sea. There was green pasture below the houses, and rough grazing above; the heather moor, studded with great boulders, began at the hill dyke. Only the Ladie was still intact. The other two had regressed to bare walls, with gaping doorways and gables stretching to the sky, and the remains of stone dykes enclosing them. A flock of Shetland sheep grazed around them, black, grey, rust-brown. Quiensetter, that was the house on the other side of the jetty, and Houbansetter was beyond Tamar’s, all three fine and handy for the Eid or Voe shop in the days when everything was done by water, but left stranded at the end of a rough track when the world turned to wheels.


The substantial stone-built jetty was recent, and still in use. The tarmac road stopped level with Tamar’s house, but a wide gravel track ran on down to the pier area. There had been several salmon cages in the voe through my childhood; they were gone now, but there were three lines of mussels on this side of the sound, and another five opposite, at the opening to Eid voe. The jetty area had been tidied up to just one Portakabin and two metal containers, several boats in different stages of repair, salmon feed bins of mussel ropes, and a workhorse aluminium motorboat tied to the pier. A tawny cat disappeared quickly under the hut as we approached.


There was a trodden path to Tamar’s door, leading across a stone-slab bridge over the burn that trickled down beside the gate into the garden. A brown Shetland wren landed on the drystone dyke that enclosed it, bobbed at us, chittered indignantly, then flew into a cranny between two grey-lichened stones.


Tamar’s house had been refurbished within an inch of its life. It still had the bones of a traditional crofthouse, with house, barn and byre all in one long line, but there was an extension on the back, dormer windows looking out over the sound, and a glass sit-ootery running along the front. It was whitewashed so thickly you could have steered by it on a moonless night – Magnie’s doing, I’d have betted, for his own, just visible diagonally across the voe, was equally eye-blinding. A wheelbarrow sat by the front door, ready to be pushed back and forward to the road.


‘Does your cousin really manage to barrow her shopping back from the car?’


‘Oh yea.’ Magnie put the key in the back extension door, turned it, and pushed the door open. ‘She’s kept herself spry. She’ll be itching to be walking along the banks again. She has a niece and a nephew an’ all, the bairns o’ her late brothers, and twa sets o’ great-nieces and nephews to do the heavy fetching and carrying for her. There now.’


He snicked on the light, and we came into the back porch. This bit of the house had the usual refurbished crofthouse arrangement, a toilet and utilities room tacked on to the back of the house below, a bathroom above. There were shelves of tins and jam jars above the washing machine worktop, an upright fridge-freezer, and a row of coat hooks on the wooden v-lining.


Magnie led me through into the kitchen/living area – the but-end, you’d call it in Shetlan. Tamar had resisted change here. The cream-coloured Rayburn still squatted in the middle of one wall, with a china sink beside it. There was a dresser with rose and white plates and a pine table and two chairs by the window, with the usual on-land clutter at one end of the table: opened letters, a mug of pens, a china pillbox, a whistle on a lanyard. One chair was pushed in under, as if it was never used; the other stood aslant. There was no sign of tidying up needed: the worksurfaces were clear, the clean dishes stacked in the draining rack by the sink, and the pans in a tripod rack, lids upturned on each one.


‘Twartree weeks?’ I said. ‘We’d likely need to check the fridge and the breadbin.’


‘I suppose,’ Magnie said, without enthusiasm. ‘There’ll be black bags under the sink.’


I dug a bin bag out, and opened the fridge door. It said a lot about the way modern food was filled with preservatives; even after three weeks, there was very little that would have been condemned on board a boat. The pack of mince had to go, there was a touch of mould on the opened cheese, and I didn’t even try opening the milk, but the red and orange peppers were still remarkably firm, and the yoghurt was within its sell-by date.


Magnie rustled a carrier bag at me. ‘I’m brung milk and fresh bread.’ He handed it to me to be put away, then gestured slantways through the door into the house. ‘Her bedroom’s upstairs. Her folk were at her to move down, make a new bedroom in the sitting room, but she said she’d slept in a right bedroom all her days, and she was over old to change. Go you, lass, and see if you can find clean sheets and a nightie for her, while I get the Rayburn lit.’


‘She’s never still working with peats!’ I said.


‘Na, na, oil, though the Highland Fuel lorry’s no’ exactly enthusiastic about coming over this road.’


I could imagine it wouldn’t be. I went out into the passage between the two sides of the house, and saw straight away why Tamar’s family were worried about her upstairs bedroom. The stairs were best grade traditional crofthouse, with a gradient similar to a ladder’s, going straight up between wooden walls. Someone had added a sturdy bannister opposite the usual hand-rope. The stairs ended in a two metres by one landing. The middle door was the upstairs bathroom over the extension, and the bedroom on the left was obviously a guest room, neat and bare, with twin beds covered with camberwick bedspreads. I went into the one on the right, Tamar’s room, feeling like an intruder. I didn’t even know her - but I suspected Magnie felt it wasn’t proper that he should be making her bed, or handling her nightie.


It was a bonny room, painted white, with the ceiling sloping down to a metre from the floor. That last metre was lined on this first wall with three long shelves of older paperbacks. Above them was a traditional skylight, with an iron rod sticking out from it. I pushed it open for some air, and looked around. There was a bareness about the room that pleased me; the mantelpiece had only two scaddiman’s heids on it, with a little metal tripod between them, and the room’s one painting above it, an unfinished drawing of a horse. My policeman lover Gavin would like it, I thought, going over to look. His family farm in the remote Highlands included two Highland ponies, gentle enough beasts, he’d assured me, but I was still wary of large animals that had a bite at one end and a kick at the other. The picture was about thirty centimetres square, red chalk on yellowed paper, a fiery, impatient charger with a strong, arched neck and flared nostrils, like the warhorses in medieval paintings. The muscles were so beautifully shaded you felt you could run your hand over the satin skin, but the legs were only sketched. One front hoof pawed the air.


Otherwise, there was the bed and a chest of drawers beside it, with a jug and basin and a businesslike reading lamp on top. A potbellied stove crouched in the fireplace, and a pile of clothes waited on the chair in the far corner. The dormer window had a padded seat, with a seriously expensive long-lens camera set at one side, and spyglasses on the sill. Tamar could sit there to watch the stars, or the northern lights, or the sun dipping down behind Papa Little and rising again half an hour later at midsummer.


It looked all as she must have left it: a book tumbled from the bedside table, the bedcovers pushed sideways, the mattress hauled to a slant, as if she’d caught at it as she fell. The medics must have had an awkward job manoeuvring their stretcher down those stairs. I found a clean downie cover with matching pillowcases in the bottom drawer of the chest, and a pair of warm pyjamas in cheerful colours. I was just coaxing the last downie corner in when I heard Magnie give an exclamation, followed by, ‘Lass, come you here and look at this!’


I abandoned the downie, and went downstairs. Magnie was in the sitting room below the guest room, the ben end. It was obviously the ‘good room’ where Tamar brought the minister, should there still be one for this area, should he or she come to call, with an armchair on each side of the open fireplace, a mahogany desk with brass handles, and an old-fashioned china cabinet set in one corner of the room. Magnie had pulled down the lid of the desk, and opened both drawers, as if he was looking for something.


‘What’re you lost?’ I asked.


He shook his head. ‘I’m lost nothing.’ He spread a hand round. ‘This is how I found it.’


I looked around and saw what he was seeing: the two desk drawers pulled right out, and the door of the china cabinet swinging open. The woman who’d scoured her kitchen before going to bed wouldn’t have left it like this.


We stared at each other. I felt sick with rage at the idea of someone taking advantage of an old lady’s accident to raid her house, and Magnie’s face mirrored my feelings. ‘Someone’s been in here,’ he said. He turned on his heel, looking around. ‘But how . . . ?’


He went out into the glass porch which ran along the front of the house. I watched through the sitting-room window as he rattled the door and checked the windows. He returned, shaking his head. ‘It’s all locked up tight. They’d have done that, the ambulance folk. She had her keys in the hospital with her.’


‘The bedroom window was locked,’ I said. ‘I opened it for air. And what were they looking for? Money?’


‘I suppose,’ Magnie said dubiously. ‘It’s kinda out o’ the way for an opportunist thief.’ We looked at the neat piles of papers in the desk drawers, the letters docketed into pigeonholes above. In the china cabinet, there was a selection of ornaments that looked to have been brought back by a seaman ancestor, Chinese plates, a coloured pheasant, an irridescent shell, and a wooden box, with the lid ajar. ‘They looked in the box too.’ He picked it up in his gnarled hands, shook his head, and gave another look around. ‘The TV’s still there, and the DVD player. Her laptop’s in the sit-ootery.’


‘It’s not how I’d imagine an opportunist burglary to look,’ I said slowly. ‘It’s all very tidy, as if someone was frightened of making a mess. Frightened of making a noise. Searching silently. For loose cash?’ My eyes returned to the desk, then to the wooden box. ‘Papers?’


‘Let’s make a cup o’ tea,’ Magnie said, ‘and think about it.’


We took the mugs out into the sit-ootery. It ran the length of the house, with the afternoon sun streaming full in on the pots of geraniums and vine with its bunches of grapes. I tried one; it was surprisingly sweet. There was a couch along the wall, where we sat down. Just thirty metres away, the sun glistened on the crinkled leaves of oarweed revealed as the tide ebbed. Three herring gulls stood on patrol on the Blade.


‘I didn’t ask Tamar how she’d come to fall,’ Magnie said. ‘I just took it that she’d got up to pee and tripped. But she’d never a locked the back door during the night. None o’ us old folk do that.’


I gave him a questioning look.


‘In case o’ you taking ill or dying in the night,’ he explained, with hard-headed realism. ‘So that folk could get in without breaking the door.’ He nodded over to our right, up towards Brae. ‘Since we were both living alone, we kinda kept an eye on each other.’


I looked across the water at his house. ‘Lights on and off, that kind of thing?’


He nodded. ‘Easy enough to just give a phone call if there’s no sign o’ life when there should be.’


‘So, maybe,’ I said, ‘she heard someone in the house, and got up, and then fell, and the noise of that scared them away.’


Magnie was silent for a moment, staring out across the glinting water. ‘I dinna like it. It’s no’ what we’re used to.’


I agreed with that. Burglars coming in at dark of night to ransack an old lady’s papers . . . it didn’t happen in Shetland. Oh, yes, in Lerwick, there was a bit of opportunistic petty thieving, usually with drugs involved, but not here in the country. Not in a remote cottage like this. I thought about being a burglar. You could open drawers more quietly than you could close them. You’d open each one, check it, and then, just before you left, you’d close them with silent care, and leave – with what you came for? Without it? And if he, she, hadn’t found what they wanted, would they be back, once the house was open again?


‘I don’t suppose . . .’ Magnie and I both began together. I gestured him to continue. ‘I don’t suppose you’d think about maybe bringing your Khalida over to the jetty here for a start? Just to keep an eye on things?’


‘That’s what I was thinking too. Is there nobody else who could stay for a bit? Family?’


‘She won’t have them. She says they worry her quite enough on visits, and Loretta cleaning, and to have them in the house wi’ radios playing and the TV blaring non-stop, would fret her into a decline.’ He gave me a sideways look from his pebble-green eyes. ‘But she might have you, if you’d consider it. She’s aye interested in what you’re up to. She was never a conventional one herself.’


‘Oh?’


He didn’t need encouragement. ‘Yea, yea, you ask her all about it. She left Shetland at fifteen, and worked to a big hoose south for a bit, then drave a taxi in London. After that she travelled all over, taking photographs for the newspapers. She came back to London in the Swinging Sixties, got taken on by the BBC, worked wi’ David Attenborough for a start, then she did a wildlife book travelling through Canada. She musta been well over seventy when she came back here. Now she’s settled down watching otters.’


It all sounded very interesting, but not a life that would lead to incriminating papers. I glanced over my shoulder at the opened drawers. ‘If they’d got what they came for, wouldn’t they have closed the drawers again, so that nobody knew they’d been?’


‘Unless she disturbed them just after they’d found it.’


I made a face. ‘I dinna like it. What’s the depth at that jetty?’


‘Deep enough for you, I’m pretty sure, though you’ll need a fender-board, to keep you off the stones.’


‘I have one.’ I looked at the jetty for a moment, assessing; rough built of stones, but with several workmanlike bollards, for the salmon boats to moor to. It looked like I could lie there comfortably, with a gangplank. ‘You ask her if she’ll have me. If she thinks I’ll be useful, I’ll sail over tomorrow.’









Chapter Two


ness: a headland [Old Norse, nes]


It would be dark quickly this evening. The light clouds on the horizon had gathered in until the sky was overcast with large, black cumulus. We got the bairns out as soon as we could, three pairs in Mirrors, and another four in the neon-pink sailed Picos. As racing practice it was a failure; they seemed not to have a watch between them, and buoys were rounded leaving a gap you could drive a yacht through. We had several shots at starting, until they all managed to get over the line within twenty seconds of the hooter, then a bit of mark work, setting the skippers to go close enough for their crews to pat the buoy as they rounded it.


By quarter past seven the light was already thickening, the water darkening. The four white lights of the astroturf pitch blazed out; the sun lit the windows of the houses facing the water and made a pale gold path across our triangular course. Below the houses, there was a cropped field, the short new grass vivid green.


We did two more triangles to get spinnaker practice in, nagging those who couldn’t be bothered to fly their little balloons of green, orange, and blue. It was an uphill struggle. Still, they’d get competitive (too late) when they saw their fellow sailors at the Interclub. Next week we’d need to put Magnie out in a Mirror, to give them something to race against. He’d been my sailing teacher twenty years ago, and a mean competitive skipper in his day. Even single-handed he’d have been round that course and over the line before the first of them had finished the triangle.


We got them ashore just after eight, and left them washing the boats while Magnie and I retrieved the buoys. The gold flush along the bottom of the eastern cumulus faded to grey, and the clouds jostled over the sun, leaving only a chink of bright sky. The wind was soft, the water warm as I reached over to catch the nylon stem of the neon mooring buoys. Then it was time for drinking chocolate, and a bit of rope work, and signing off log books. It was black dark by 9, though the sky still showed chinks of duck-egg blue, and the water gleamed between the hills. I gathered up the books and pieces of rope, poured the last of the chocolate into a mug for myself, and headed for the bar. ‘They’re going to have to wake up next Saturday, against Sandwick and Walls and Lerwick. I thought the modern bairn was supposed to be keen and competitive.’


‘Na, na,’ Magnie said, ‘no’ these days. It warps their psyches, or something. It must be very discouraging for their teachers, especially the sports ones. Kinda hard to be non-competitive in hockey or on sports day.’


‘They can give everyone prizes, like Alice in Wonderland.’


‘Well, we’re going to do that wi’ the Picos,’ Magnie said. ‘I printed out the list dastreen. Skipper prize, crew prize, hat-trick prize, standing start prize, they’ll surely all get one of the medals by the end o’ it.’


‘Do our best,’ I agreed, mindful of modern thought. ‘But the Junior Interclub is old-style one prize only for the best club.’ I set my mug down, and was just about to go and wash it, then head for Khalida, when the club door opened, and a stranger came in.


One look at him said ‘crofter’. He was in his fifties, wearing jeans and a gansey in brown stripes of Fair Isle pattern on a white ground, but he gave the impression of just having taken his boiler suit and yellow rubber boots off. His cheeks were pinkly scrubbed, his thinning hair brushed back, and his fair brows were drawn together in a worried frown, which cleared when he saw us. It wasn’t done to launch straight into what he’d come for, so he commented on the weather and bought a pint, and Magnie introduced him as Joanie o’ Cole.


Cole was even further off the beaten track than the Ladie. The road we’d turned off to get to Tamar’s house continued northwards to Cole, a crofthouse set looking out across Cole Deep, the round pool of deep sea that was cradled between Papa Little, Muckle Roe and Linga. From a sea point of view, there was the headland on the Brae side of the Ladie, there were steep banks, and beyond that, just round the curve, was Cole. I betted the Highland Fuels lorry didn’t like going there either.


Joanie settled himself with an elbow on the bar. ‘I’m blyde to find the two o’ you here. I was wanting a word wi’ you.’ He shuffled slightly on the bar. ‘I’m no’ wanting to make a total fool o’ myself, if it turns out to be nothing.’ He took a gulp from his pint, and settled into his story. ‘I was out walking over the hill, checking on where the sheep were, before we drive the hill to get the lambs off.’


The sheep sales started in mid-September, and involved every crofter for that area walking through with their dogs, rounding up all the sheep on that bit of scattald, separating them out into who owned what, taking the lambs off their mothers, and driving the ewes back onto the hill again.


‘I got up to the top o’ Cole Ness, and sat me down a start, just looking oot over. It was that clear a day I could make out the houses on Papa Stour, and even see the clefts on the hills o’ Foula. Well, I had me dog wi’ me, and he sat at me feet, then got bored and snuffled about a bit, and then he lifted his nose and gave this queer, mournful howl, then he began sniffing along and following some trail straight towards the Skro.’ He looked at Magnie, who nodded, then round to me. ‘You maybe dinna ken it by that name, Cass. It’s the deep geo just around the corner from the point o’ the Ladie, facing towards Linga. There’s the cleft in the hill, wi’ a bit o’ a burn running down from above, and then the peerie beach at the bottom. I thought maybe there’d been a sheep gone over the banks, though I widna expect him to behave like that for that, so I followed him.’ He took another swallow of his pint. ‘And when I came to the head o’ the geo, and looked down over, then there was something black lying down there. I had me spyglasses wi’ me, and I tried to get a closer look, but I couldna see right, it was lying partly under an overhang o’ the bank, in a shadow. But I’m faerd—’ He lifted his head and looked at us. ‘I’m faerd it might be a body.’


There was a long silence.


‘So,’ he finished, ‘I thought I’d come and see, Magnie, if we could maybe go over there in your boat tomorrow. I’d a taken me own one but it’s laid up, with the engine in pieces all over the floor of her.’ He paused, looked sideways at us, then finished in a rush. ‘An’ I didna fancy going on me own, but I didna want to phone the police either, in case it was a dead seal, half-rotted, so that the flippers looked like fingers, or a stuffed boilersuit scarecrow that had blown away in a gale. I thought I’d better have a closer look first. If it was someen, a fisherman lost at sea maybe, though he wisna clad in oilskins, then a day’s delay’ll no hurt him. I could see that.’ He lifted his glass again and tipped the last of the pint down his throat, then set the empty glass on the bar with fingers that trembled slightly.


‘Yea, yea,’ Magnie said, ‘that’ll be no bother. When would you like to go? The morn’s morn?’


Joanie nodded. ‘I suppose. I set a flag, wi’ a bit of heather stem and me handkie, on the hill above it, so that it’ll be easy to find again.’


‘Leave here at ten o’clock?’ Magnie turned to me. ‘Will that suit you, Cass?’


I jerked my head up. ‘You’re no’ needing me!’ In these last two years I’d seen far more dead bodies than I’d ever wanted to. The idea of going to look at one voluntarily didn’t appeal. ‘I’d need to go and moor up at the Ladie, ready for Tamar coming home.’


‘You canna do that mid-morning,’ Magnie said. ‘Low water’s at seven.’


I glanced over my shoulder at the water just beginning to lap its way up the dinghy slip, and conceded that one. ‘I want low water to see what I’m doing.’


‘There you are, then, right on the spot. Tell you what,’ Magnie conceded, ‘you don’t need to go on the beach. We’ll gather the poor soul up, and you can phone the police. You’ll ken the right things to say.’


Joanie nodded in agreement. I could see I wasn’t going to get out of it. ‘About half past ten, then,’ I said, added a goodnight, and headed for Khalida.


Outside, the wind had fallen to a cold breath on my bare arm. The sky was not yet dark; there was a band of lavender along the horizon, shading up to creamy-blue that gradually deepened to indigo. Three stars glittered. Even as I watched, the lavender darkened to heather purple.


It was dark inside Khalida, with the marina pontoon lights casting a slanted silver beam through the long windows. I brushed my teeth out in the cockpit, teased my dark curls out of their daytime plait, then lit the oil lamp and set the kettle on to boil. It wasn’t cold yet, but I would take a day or two to acclimatise to being back on board my small, unheated boat, with the forehatch open to let Cat come and go as he pleased, instead of in the warmth of Sørlandet, with a radiator in every cabin. The plus side of her size, of course, was that by the time the kettle had boiled, the gas had also warmed up the whole cabin. I put my hot-water bottle in my berth, with my nightshirt wrapped round it, then focused on what I’d need for the morning. I’d moor bow to the prevailing wind, which was southerly for the moment, so I tied extra fenders along my port guard rail, ready to flip over when we got to the jetty. The fender board was buried under oars and light-airs sails up in the forepeak, so I dug it out, and laid it on deck. Cat watched with interest from the cabin roof, whiskers twitching; he knew all about preparing for sea. I got my mooring ropes out from the cockpit locker, and fastened them to the cleats, under the ropes holding me in the pontoon. The boathook was all ready on the cabin roof. That should do for preparation. I went back below, and sat down at the prop-leg table. Cat clambered into my lap and treadled for a bit before curling around.


‘It’s all very well being a good citizen,’ I told him. ‘Of course we need to let this poor man’s family know he’s been found. I just wish they’d picked someone else to do the phoning.’


Gavin, on our goodnight phone call, was inclined to be sceptical. ‘What do you mean, he’s found a dead body and not reported it yet?’


‘He isn’t sure it is one. He doesn’t want to be lampooned in every squad at the Brae Up Helly A next year as the man who reported a scarecrow to the police.’


His voice teased. ‘And they thought you’d know a dead body if you saw one.’


‘Experience tells. But we’ve agreed I’ll guard the boat while they inspect. How’s your day been?’


His sigh travelled through the miles between us. ‘Paperwork. More paperwork. Well, computer work. HOLMES, you know, the big Home Office computer that links every crime in the country. If this is promotion, give me the old-fashioned beat any day. At least you get to talk to people in between filling in forms about what they said, and what you did, and who you handed it on to, and what they reported back, and what action you authorised on their report, and who you detailed to carry out that action, and the computer reminding you if they haven’t done it by then . . .’ He ran out of breath. ‘I wish I was joking.’


I knew he wasn’t. ‘Life at sea’s getting like that too. Did you know I have to have a passage plan for every time I leave the marina? It can be as simple as a scrawled “Heading towards Houbansetter” in the log, but I’m supposed to have it, in case HM Coastguard stop me and check. Then there’s the new e-border as it applies to yachts.’


‘Oh yes?’


‘We have to fill in a detailed passage plan before leaving the UK, including port of destination and time of arrival. No allowance for a wind shift en route which means you have to go somewhere else, and arrive at a totally different time.’ I brooded darkly over that for a moment or two. ‘I thought all these upper-class men that run the country were supposed to have a yacht at Cowes.’


‘With the actual sailing done by a crew.’


‘That would explain it.’


‘But if they’d had HOLMES up and running when they were chasing Peter Sutcliffe they’d have caught him sooner and saved several lives.’ He paused to think about that for a moment, then spoke more cheerfully. ‘On the plus side, it looks like I can get off to join you next weekend. Wednesday to Sunday. My reward for spending a whole week in Newcastle.’


My world brightened instantly. ‘Oh, that’ll be good. I’ll probably be back at Brae by then, not with Magnie’s cousin. How d’you fancy helping out with a bairns’ regatta?’


‘I’ll bring my oilskins.’ He gave a huge yawn. ‘Goodnight, mo chridhe. I’ll see you soon. Good luck with your body tomorrow.’









Chapter Three




Thursday 21st August


HW 00.53 (1.5); LW 07:11 (0.5); HW 13:31 (1.4); LW 19:18 (0.6)


Sunrise 04.34, sunset 19.41; moonrise 16.20, moonset 22.59.


Moon waning gibbous.





geo or gyo: a V-shaped cleft in a coast edge [Old Norse, gja]


It would take me half an hour to motor to the jetty. I got up at six, and set off at half past.


Brae was sleeping as I left. There was a long streak of pink between the eastern clouds that gradually faded to ivory. White mist lay over the hills, with tendrils creeping down the gullies gouged out by burns. The green grass was wet with dew, and hexagons of spider-web hung suspended like tent canopies between clumps of grass. A pair of swans sculled along the outer rim of the marina, wings curved upwards, followed by three cygnets. It was very still, with only the wash of a long-passed salmon boat still lapping against the shore. I didn’t bother hoisting the sails, but set off under motor, and chugged down the voe to the sound of Houbansetter.


The main pier, at the point between the bays of Houbansetter and Quiensetter, was a substantial jetty, a squared U of great stones filled in with aggregate. From above, I’d seen how the sides sloped outwards below the surface of the water, with waves sucking round the barnacle-whitened rocks. It wouldn’t have been my pier of choice – I’d have preferred to anchor off – but if Tamar needed me in the night, I couldn’t be a dinghy ride away.


I throttled back to ticking over a hundred yards from the jetty, then went forward, flipped the fenders down, and tied the fender board over them – it was simply a plank that went between them and the rough jetty, much cheaper to replace than a burst fender. My depth right now was five metres. I dropped my anchor over board and edged in: four metres below the keel, three and a half. It levelled off at that. I went past the jetty and reversed to it, then flung a loop of line around the aft bollard, fastened it loosely, and nipped forrard to loop another round the forrard one. Then, with two ends fastened, I spent the next half hour adjusting everything until I was satisfied that she’d stay comfortably at that, with no extra weight on any one cleat, and enough slack to allow for the metre of tide that would be coming in later. That done, I took the anchor line back to the jib winch, tightened it off, and surveyed my arrangements with satisfaction.


Cat had come up into the cockpit to watch proceedings as soon as I’d got the lines on. He knew all about keeping out of the way while I got things organised, but didn’t wait for me to rig the gangplank across to the jetty. As soon as I’d stopped going from one end of the boat to the other, pulling in here, letting out there, he leapt lightly ashore, and sat down, giving the place a long look round.


It was worth looking at. My heart swelled with the bonniness of it. Home. I hadn’t realised how much I’d missed it: these low, green hills all around me, the soft, rich green of sheep-cropped grass, and the light glistening on the olive curves of the kelp at the water’s edge, and the rich purple of the heather on Linga. I knew every inch of these waters; I’d spent a good bit of my childhood and teenage years sailing over them in my own Mirror, Osprey. Just opposite me were the twin rocks we’d christened the Hippopotami, hidden at high water. After the dinghy races were over, at the Brae and Aith regattas, I’d joined the keel-boat sailors going around Papa Little, and discussed just how close to the Blade we could go at this state of tide. It was fully exposed now, a long spit of sand-brown shingle running out towards the jetty, but the catch was the bend ending it, underwater even now, but only covered by a foot or so, and visible in the line of calm water over it. There were two seagulls standing on it, some thirty metres from the shore, looking as if they were walking on water.


On shore, the Portakabin was clear of my view of Tamar’s cottage, and the road down to it. I’d hear any car arriving. Satisfied, I headed below to put the kettle on and have some breakfast. I was just buttering my toast when a caterwauling erupted from shore. I jumped up to look, and saw Cat nose to nose with a large stripey cat. They were both swollen out as far as they could go, with Cat’s long grey fur giving him an edge in the size stakes; both sets of ears were back, both tails lashing. I was tempted to interfere by chasing the stripey, but if he was the resident tom there’d be a showdown sooner or later. I looked around, and saw they’d got an audience: there were seven, eight, eleven other cats sitting watching, three stretched along the sun-warmed lengths of salmon cage piping, one peering down from the top of the cabin, several sitting bolt upright on rocks or boats. Salmon farms tended to attract a population of feral cats. These were all colours: the lead stripey, two black, several with patches of stripes on a white ground, a couple of tortoiseshells. Even as I watched, there was a mewing sound from the Portakabin, and a pair of ketlings crawled out from underneath it, one black, one tortoiseshell, and began to chase each other.


I brought my toast up into the cockpit, ready to interfere if Cat looked like getting the worst of any battle. The yowling and tail-lashing had subsided into sitting and staring at each other by the time I heard the brrr of Magnie’s engine in the distance. I rinsed out my cup, tipped my toast crumbs overboard, and gave my shore lines a check over. All well.


Magnie curved his boat in beside Khalida, with Joanie holding her off as I clambered aboard. She was a traditional double-ended clinker boat, with a small cabin. The engine was underneath a comfortably warm box in the middle of the cockpit. If what Joanie had seen was a body, there would be just enough room to lay it between the engine box and the boat’s sides, and he’d already stowed a blue tarpaulin aboard, in case. I settled myself on the engine box.


Joanie looked more worried this morning, as if a night’s brooding had made him less convinced that he’d seen anything at all. His hair was hidden under a knitted toorie cap, and he’d reverted to his boilersuit, with a glimpse of grey working gansey at the neck. A well-worn parka was flung down on the cabin seat. Neither he nor Magnie was wearing lifejackets, since there were no bairns to be set a good example to. I gave Magnie a look. ‘Could you no’ find the lifejackets?’


He sighed, and fished two out from the cabin. ‘Here, Joanie, boy, it’ll keep Cass happy if we put een o’ these on.’


It was quite obvious from the way he fumbled that Joanie wasn’t used to wearing one. I looked away as he tangled it behind his back, gazing out at the banks we were approaching. It was a precipitous, treacherous corner, with a toothed bite out of the smooth, green hill as if some sea giant had risen and taken the land in one great gulp that made a curved cliff geo going back thirty metres into the hill. Skro was old Norse for a landslide; as we came closer, the tumbles of rock and exposed red earth down its face became clear, ribbed with green grass like textured knitting. The beach at its foot was a curve of pale grey stones heaped above rock-studded sand, with the seaweed line littered with bright plastic: a red fuel container, a yellow buoy, a tangle of green rope.


‘It’s there,’ Joanie said. He pointed with his left hand. ‘On the east side o’ the geo, under the overhang.’


I looked where he was pointing. The sea had nibbled away at the foot of the cliffs, so that there was a curved space the height of a bent-over child notched into the bank at each side of the beach. There was something long and dark, the length of a log, a bit wider, lying in the shadow. The light gleamed on something white among it.


‘Aye aye,’ Magnie said. He nosed the boat onto the beach with a gentle scrunch, and I jumped out and held her for the men to follow. They looked, exchanged mouth-pulled-down glances, and set off up the beach, taking it at a steady pace. Pebbles slithered under their rubber boots, then there was the scrunch of seaweed, followed by the clack of the larger stones at the top of the beach. Whoever he was, he was above the high-tide mark. I tensed at the thought. That meant that he wasn’t a drowned seaman. He’d fallen down the Skro from the headland above. Reluctantly, I turned my head around to look.


Joanie was standing back while Magnie crouched down beside what was unmistakably a body. I could see the long line of legs in the dark trousers, ending in shoes. One arm was flung out over the beach, the other under him. I didn’t try to make out details of the head or hands; if he’d been there a while, the seagulls and ravens would have eaten their fill. There was a slight, sickening smell on the air.


‘Hey,’ I called. Their heads turned. I hauled the boat up a bit, wound her painter round a handy rock, and set off up the beach. They came a couple of steps towards me, and waited.


‘He’s above the high-water mark,’ I said. I looked then and saw him clearly, a long, dark shape, dressed in black from head to foot, with some of the clothing torn away from the stomach, and a gleam of white bones where one hand had been. ‘Isn’t he? I mean, is he where the sea couldn’t have put him?’


The men exchanged a wary glance, then Magnie nodded. ‘Yea, he’s well above the black seaweed.’


‘That means he fell,’ I said. I squinted upwards against the sun, to where the top of the geo was outlined black against the sky. ‘Or came here in a boat . . . something else. I don’t think we should touch him. I think mebbe it’s a matter for the police.’


Magnie still had the starting flags we’d been using with the bairns in his boat. We took one out and I set it at the tide-mark while the men laid the tarpaulin over the body and weighed it down with stones. It wouldn’t make any difference now, but it was the only mark of respect we could make towards what had once been a human being, living and moving like us.


I kept a good hold of the prow as the men returned from their work. Magnie was expressionless; Joanie’s face had a green tinge under his tan. He fumbled in his boiler-suit pocket and produced a half-bottle of whisky. ‘Would you take a dram, boy?’


Magnie shook his head. ‘Cass, lass, how about you make us a cup o’ tea while we head for somewhere you’ll get a phone signal?’


I clambered aboard, and went forward into the little cabin, glad to be moving away from that still thing on the beach. By the time the kettle had boiled, we were bobbing gently off Linga, and the men had recovered enough to get into speculation.


‘Two weeks, three at the most,’ Magnie was saying. ‘You ken yourself, boy, how fast the birds can turn a dead sheep to a skeleton. There was more o’ him than that.’


‘Above the water line, though, and clad,’ Joanie said. ‘Below it, the crabs would have been at him, and the peerie fish. And the clothes would have stopped the birds from having a right go at him.’


‘They can get through sheep’s wool easy enough,’ Magnie said.


I passed the tea round, and Joanie grabbed his as if it was a lifesaver. He opened his bottle one-handed and poured a generous dram in, then took a long drink. ‘Him?’ I asked.


Both men nodded. ‘He was wearing men’s clothes and shoes,’ Magnie said.


‘And that’s another thing,’ Joanie said. ‘Why was he rigged all in black like that?’ He drank the second half of his mugful, and turned to me. ‘Black breeks, black shoes, a black jumper, a black toorie-cap. Would you no’ say he was up to no good?’


Up to no good? I remembered the opened drawers in Tamar’s best room. ‘Two or three weeks, you think?’


Magnie’s eyes met mine. He gave a little shake of his head, and I fell silent, but I could see he was thinking as I was. Someone had been up to no good in Tamar’s house ‘twartree weeks ago’. If this was her burglar, what was he doing dead in this geo just around the corner from the house?


I pulled my phone out of my pocket. I had a signal now. It wasn’t quite an emergency, so I went for 101, which should give me the local station.


‘Hello, Police Scotland, Shetland North, Brae Station.’ It sounded like the young officer with the sticky-out ears. ‘PC Buchanan speaking.’


‘Hello there. It’s Cass Lynch here.’ I gave him a second to remember who I was. ‘I want to report finding a body.’


‘A body.’ His voice was commendably steady. ‘Can you give me more details, Cass?’


‘He was spotted from above on the beach of the Skro by Joanie o’ Cole.’ I suddenly realised I didn’t know his other name, and looked across at him enquiringly.


‘Irvine,’ he said. His voice was slightly too loud. ‘John Irvine.’


‘John Irvine,’ I repeated to the policeman. ‘We’ve marked the place with a white flag on the beach, and we covered the body with a tarpaulin. It’s just around the point from the Ladie, on the Linga side.’


‘Okay.’ I could hear the sound of him scribbling. ‘Yes, I ken where you are. What’s the easiest way for us to get to the body? Do we need to call the coastguard?’


‘From the water,’ I said. ‘You can take a boat into the beach, easy enough.’


‘I can bring them back,’ Magnie said, beside me. I repeated that to PC Buchanan, and passed the phone over, then sat back and drank my tea while they arranged where and when. I hadn’t touched the body, but it felt like that sweet, decaying smell still clung to my fingers. I shuddered, tipped the rest of my tea into the water and leaned over the boat’s side to rinse the mug out and immerse my hands in the salt-clean water.
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