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  DEDICATION


  To my sister, Joan, and my brother, Niall, and in memory of our parents, Margaret and Douglas Gordon Baxter, who took us year after year to Gavin’s remote loch, to a cottage three miles by boat from the road’s end, with neither water nor electricity, and so gave us the most wonderful childhood memories of messing about in boats, checking out Foxy’s lair and Otter’s slide, watching seals and red deer, finding incredible furry caterpillars, reading by candlelight, and brewing ‘fizzy’ over a driftwood fire on remote beaches.


  The proverbs heading each section come from the wonderful collection Shetland Proverbs & Sayings, edited by the late Bertie Deyell. Thank you to Bertie’s family for letting me use these.


  For those who enjoy finding new words, there is a Shetland glossary at the back of the book.


  Monday 23rd - Tuesday 31st December


  Monday 23rd December


  Low Water Mallaig UT 03.26, 1.7m

  High Water 09.05, 4.5m

  Low Water 15.59, 2.2m

  High Water 21.31, 4.2m


  Sunrise 09.07

  Moonset 11.14

  Sunset 15.38

  Moonrise 22.52


  Moon waning gibbous .


  If I dunna see dee in Lerook, I’ll see dee in Liverpool.

  Said by sailors accustomed to travel.
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  (For Cass’s passage plan, see appendix)


  


  
     Chapter One


    It was like sailing into another world. The north-westerly wind that had blown me down from Shetland funnelled behind me as I turned into the outer loch, and Khalida flattened as I let the mainsail out and goose-winged the jib. The slap of the waves turned to a gentle rolling. Cat came up from my berth, stretched his white front paws on my varnished cockpit bench, and hunkered down, looking around. The sun picked out the faint white stripes running through his glossy grey fur, and the paler owl tufts behind his ears. I reached for my binoculars to check the position of the rock I wanted to avoid, picked a shore-mark to steer to, then gave an enormous yawn.


    I was dog-tired. We’d set off from Scalloway at half past five the day before yesterday, anchored for a sleep yesterday afternoon, then pressed on southwards. Now the hills of one of Scotland’s dramatic sea lochs enclosed us; the giant Ladhrbheinn soared up to the right, its ridged summit fissured with snow, its lower slopes rust-red with dried bracken and heather. Ice-hardened brown kelp silvered the sea’s edge.


    It was a crazy voyage, going down to spend Christmas with the family of a man who was barely even a friend. We’d spent so little time together, DI Gavin Macrae and I. He’d invited me down, and I’d taken a deep breath and decided to risk beginning a relationship I was scared to want. I got cold feet even thinking about it, but I’d said I’d come, and so here I was, threading my way down an unknown loch sprinkled by unmarked rocks and sandbanks, with two extra jumpers keeping out the December cold, and my only pretty dress hanging in the locker, protected by a plastic cover. I kept an eye on my passage plan and list of compass headings, and my primitive GPS pinged as I neared each of the waypoints I’d typed into it. I was just thinking I should phone and say I was almost there when I heard the steady put-put of an outboard somewhere ahead, and saw a white wash at the head of the loch, two miles away. I reached for the spyglasses again. It was just the sort of boat I’d have expected Gavin to own, an old-fashioned clinker dinghy, varnished the colour of Oxford marmalade, with what sounded like a genuine Seagull outboard on the stern. He was alone.


    I turned my own engine on and left the autopilot in charge while I stowed the sails. By the time the boom cover was on, the ties snicked, and my mooring rope ready on the stern, the varnished dinghy was curving round Khalida. Gavin raised a hand, and spoke in Gaelic. ‘Fàilte!’ Welcome. Then he switched to his soft English, with the consonants precise, the S sounds lingering: ‘I thought you might like a pilot through the narrows, with the water low and the tide falling.’


    ‘My very wish,’ I agreed. When pride and seamanship clashed, pride went overboard. ‘Your chart gives me less than a metre below my keel.’


    ‘About that,’ he agreed, and set off before me. One of my Khalida’s glories is that she goes as smoothly in reverse as forwards. I turned her and stood facing the stern, looking over her aft locker at the rocks on the bottom of the clear water, with the bladderwrack curving upwards from them, and the darker channel between rippled by the wash from Gavin’s dinghy. If we touched, I’d get advance warning, and she’d have her full forward power to push her clear. The shore was only five metres away when he turned in a smooth U-shape towards the north side. Khalida moved in his wake. Great squared boulders like a wardrobe and grand piano left on the beach topped the opposite shore. We came within spitting distance of them, then turned at last and came diagonally into the pool at the head of the loch. The mooring buoy was in the middle. I putted up to it, threaded my rope through the ring, and made it fast.


    ‘I won’t come aboard,’ Gavin said, from the dinghy. His russet hair was covered by one of those fishermen’s hats whose brim bristles flies (his ghillie grandfather’s, I’d have bet), and his tanned cheeks were reddened by the wind that fluttered the green folds of his kilt and the tabs on his socks. ‘Would you like to come up to the house now, and meet everyone over a cup of tea, or do you want to sleep first?’


    ‘Sleep,’ I said. ‘Give me two hours, and I’ll be human again.’


    ‘I’ll come back at five.’ Without any fuss, he backed the dinghy away and rowed smoothly for the little stone jetty that jutted out from the shore. I hung up my lifejacket, crawled into my berth, and was out cold in five seconds flat.


    When I woke, the wind had fallen away. The sun was gone, the moon not yet risen, and only starlight glimmering on the surface of the loch let me see water from shore. I hoisted the anchor light, a white star to beckon to the yellow light that shone from Gavin’s farm. I’d just changed my sailing thermals for my best jeans and navy gansey and put Cat into his travelling basket when I heard the creak, dip of oars. Gavin called, ‘Ahoy, Khalida.’


    ‘My taxi,’ I said, and handed down Cat’s basket. There was one of those awkward silences as we rowed over, but by the time I’d caught the jetty and helped secure the ropes it was all fine; we fell into step together up the dark road as if we were walking along the seafront in Scalloway. A light on the farm wall flicked on as we passed it, showing a cobbled yard with wide byre doorways and a grange window facing us, and a corner doorway with two steps up to it. It opened as we came to it, and Gavin’s mother held out her hand. ‘Come in, Cass. You must be cold now, coming all this way by boat.’ She waved me past her. Her voice was softer than Gavin’s, the lingering Highland S sounds pronounced. ‘Come in to the fire.’


    I was glad he had warned me. ‘My mother had an accident to her face when she was a girl, with a threshing machine. She was lucky not to lose her eye.’ Her scar was far worse than mine, even after sixty years, puckering up the whole of one side of her face in a network of white and red. I smiled at her, straight on. I knew how it felt to see others looking at the bullet-scar across my cheeks, then glancing away. She was even smaller than I, barely reaching five feet, with her grey hair coiled in a bun, and a print pinnie covering her dress.


    ‘Thank you for having me.’ I gestured at the basket. ‘And Cat – I hope there won’t be trouble with your cats.’


    ‘Only Solomon comes indoors.’ She nodded at Gavin, busy hanging up his oilskins in the passage. ‘Has Gavin told you about him? Half-wildcat, and speaks to nobody else. He probably won’t come in with a visitor here. This is my older son, Kenny.’


    Gavin was only half a head taller than I, and compactly built, so I wasn’t prepared for the man-mountain that rose up from the couch. Kenny was well over six foot, broad-shouldered and dark-haired, with a ruddy outdoor complexion and green-hazel eyes that crinkled in laughter. His hand was twice the size of mine. ‘Sit ye down, Cass.’ He motioned me to the armchair beside the fire. He had a resonant voice, honed with years of directing sheepdogs, a stronger lilt than Gavin’s, and a hesitant way of spacing his words, as if he was translating from Gaelic in his head. ‘Let me have your jacket.’


    I took my slippers from my pocket, hauled off my boots and jacket, and handed them to Kenny, then unfastened the straps and opened Cat’s lid. He put his paws on the basket edge and jumped out, ready to spend the next half hour sniffing round, trying each chair for size and checking out any windowsills. I sat down on the couch and looked round.


    It was my sort of room. The walls were lined with varnished pine, darkened with age to honey-gold, the armchairs differed from the couch, and all three were piled with non-matched cushions. On the mantelpiece, a pair of black-and-white china dogs with foolish King Charles faces jostled envelopes, newspaper clippings, and complete sea urchins – scaddy man’s heids, we called them in Shetland – and the fire below crackled between a set of brass fire irons and a wicker kishie of sawn driftwood. A tall clock ticked in the corner, and the smell of roasting meat drifted in from the kitchen. I didn’t need to surreptitiously dust off the seat of my jeans before sitting down, or worry about the carpet. It was all homely and worn and welcoming. It was going to be all right.

  


  


  
    Chapter Two


    The days sped by. I helped Gavin’s mother with preparations for the Christmas meal, and we all decorated the tree on Christmas Eve, with the men reminiscing and occasionally disputing over who’d made which cardboard snowman or toilet roll angel in primary school, and their mother arbitrating: ‘Ach, no, Kenneth, it was you made the blue angel, and Gavin the green one. I remember it well. You boys have no memory at all.’ Midnight Mass was in a little chapel an hour’s drive away; the men were magnificent in their scarlet dress kilts and black jackets, and we sang the carols with gusto. On Christmas morning, we exchanged presents: I’d found a Shetland cattle book for Kenny, and a lace wool shawl for Mrs Macrae. I gave Gavin a daft present, a Shetland children’s picture book called The Grumpy Old Sailor, and he responded with equal lightness: a thirties copy of Olivia Fitzroy’s The Hunted Head. We ate a huge Christmas dinner of one of their own geese, surrounded by home-grown vegetables, and followed by a home-made Christmas pudding, then collapsed in front of the Queen’s speech and the TV’s film offering, which turned out to be Casablanca. Even Solomon had come in to the house then, lured by goose skin scraps. He was just as Gavin’s mother had described, a lean, tawny wildcat with tufted ears and eyes green as sea running over sand. He came in warily and leapt to the back of the couch, then settled on Gavin’s shoulder. Cat sank into the couch, pressing closer to my leg; Solomon looked, hissed, and ignored him thereafter.


    On Boxing Day, I was initiated into the life of the farm. Mrs Macrae showed me how to coax the sweet-smelling milk from the cow’s pink udders, and I carried the warm enamel can proudly to the table. I scrunched short walks with Gavin and Kenny along the shore and helped count the sheep; we carried buckets of feed to the long-horned Highland cattle, and nets of hay to the Lodge’s two Highland ponies – garrons, Gavin called them – which were kept for the stalking in the autumn. They were Luchag and Ribe: Luchag was the fawn of dried bracken, Ribe dappled silver. ‘Mouse’ and ‘Cobweb’, Gavin translated.


    One day, taking the evening haynets, the wind in our faces, Gavin touched my arm and crouched down among the shore boulders. I imitated him and looked. There, two hundred yards away, half a dozen deer were coming down to drink at the river. I’d never seen Scottish deer in the wild; they were bigger than I expected, and so delicately made, with their slender legs that stepped among the shore stones like dancers. The stag had a great sweep of antlers that turned like a fencer’s foil as he checked out his kingdom before drinking. We watched them for ten magical minutes before they turned away and dissolved into the dusk.


    Evenings were spent with Cat sprawled between Gavin and I on the couch. Gavin tied trout lures, the finished flies nesting in a round tin like dandelion clocks, or made notes in his small, neat script for the history of the loch that he was writing (‘Not that it’ll ever be finished,’ Kenny interposed, from his armchair by the fire, ‘for as soon as he thinks he’s got everything, then another letter comes in from Canada with a whole new branch of family tree.’). Their mother knitted by the driftwood fire that blazed with blue and green flame and scented the room with woodsmoke. I found their bookshelves and began working my way through Scott’s Waverley, a leisurely tale of a young Englishman getting caught up in the Jacobite rebellion of 1745, bound in three volumes that you could never take to sea, with gold embossing on velvety red leather. I joined Gavin’s mother with her knitting, and completed an all-in-one for an African baby, with a stripe of Fair Isle pattern across the chest. The comfortable, friendly silence was broken every so often by an exchange of news. At last I understood why Gavin thought I’d fit in there, and I relaxed, and felt that this was a winter land-life I could live.


    Before I’d come, five days had seemed long enough. Now, with the days slipping by, it felt too short; but there was a low moving across the Atlantic, and I’d need to get home before it.


    ‘You must come for a ride,’ Gavin said, on my second-last day. We caught the ponies and bridled them, then Gavin gave me a leg-up on Luchag before swinging himself up on Ribe’s bare back in a swirl of pleats, looking instantly as if he was part of the beast. I knew now that Luchag was trustworthy, though I’d have felt safer out at sea in a force 8 than I did perched perilously bareback, with only her mane to hold on to, but by the time we’d scrunched along the shore and wound through the Lodge plantation of rhododendrons and resin-scented pines, the ground felt less far away, and I was starting to feel at home. The hairy hooves squelched through the last marshy piece and began climbing, up to the shoulder of the hill.


    ‘Just keep yourself vertical,’ Gavin said. I swayed and jolted until we came out on top of the rise, and the loch was spread before us: the pool at the head, with Khalida nosing the orange mooring buoy, the Z-shape of the narrows, then the loch twisting and turning from headland to headland until it reached the Sound of Sleat. The Cuillins reared up like organ-pipes of snow-covered stone. The colours were glorious: the smooth grey of the loch, the striped line of foreshore, the rust of the heather and gold of dried grass below the dazzling white of the snow caps. I drew a long breath and sat back, contented just to look. Luchag dropped her head and began tearing at the olive grass.


    ‘It’s strange,’ Gavin said, ‘how you can’t remember the summer colours once the winter comes.’


    ‘Shetland’s the same,’ I agreed. ‘Though the other way – the minute the sun shines, it feels like it’s always shone.’


    ‘The mind’s protection. Otherwise we’d all go “Why do we live in a place with six months of winter?” and move to Benidorm.’


    I made a face. ‘I’ve done the Med in winter. Trust me, you don’t want to. Besides –’ I spread my hands, trying to marshal my thoughts. Luchag lifted her head at the tug on her reins, then pulled them out of my hands. I leant forward to take them back. Ribe remained statue-still. ‘You need to have lived through the winter to enjoy the summer. If you went to Benidorm, it would always be warmer there, so you’d just freeze when you came back.’


    ‘I put it down to the Reformation,’ Gavin said. ‘The belief that you have to suffer six months of cold and wet to have earned the summer.’


    ‘The Scots psyche.’ I agreed. ‘I wonder how long it took the emigrants to get used to Australian sunshine.’


    ‘They never got used to it.’ Gavin was suddenly serious. ‘Not the first generation. This loch –’ he swept an arm outwards along its length – ‘once supported a whole clan. Sixty families, cleared to Canada. My family was only kept because we were the laird’s servants, his farmer and his best ghillie.’ His grey eyes caressed the loch. ‘My great-grandmother’s sisters prospered there, but their letters show how they never forgot their own country. Every so often we have a Canadian Macrae who comes home. There was one, a fourth cousin, who was so like me that I could have shaved by him.’ His voice lightened, teasing. ‘At the entrance to the loch there was one of the best attested kelpie sightings, by several ministers, no less, and one of them a distant cousin.’


    ‘Kelpie?’ I thought of the giant silver horses tossing their head near the Falkirk wheel.


    ‘Ach, it’s the water horse, a great dark hump in the water. You’ll meet it on a dark night, just like an ordinary Highland pony, grazing by the waterside, with its saddle and bridle, all of the best quality, but if you’re so daft as to jump on its back then it’ll take you down to the depths of the loch.’


    ‘Oh,’ I said, recognising the description, ‘a njuggle.’


    ‘And what’s a nyeugle?’


    ‘A Shetland pony, all black, with a silver harness. It lived in burns, and scratched its back on the millwheel, or it would lead you through bogs until you were muddy and exhausted. What about these ministers?’


    ‘It was August, 1872, and they were on the yacht Leda when a creature came up beside them, a dark slatey brown, with a long humped body and a fin on the back of its neck. They had a very clear view of it for about an hour, until it was frightened off by a steam launch coming up behind them.’ He gathered up his reins up, and Ribe lifted one foot. ‘We’d better turn around – downwards is always harder going. Just let Luchag pick along, and shout if you feel insecure.’
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    We did my passage plan that evening. I spread my pages of downward plan, my charts, tidal atlases, and pilot books out on the floor, then coaxed Cat out from under the chart and persuaded him to go and annoy Kenny’s ancient sheepdog, Luath, instead. I just had to reverse all the compass bearings of my route down and re-work my timings to fit tomorrow’s tides. It would be an easier journey, with the tricky Kyle Rhea and Kyle of Loch Alsh got through first, then just the long run up the west of Scotland. The second day, when I’d be more tired, was straight across the North Sea to Shetland, with no coasts to worry about, and only oil tankers to dodge (the fishing boats didn’t leave till the New Year), so I’d be able to cat-nap all the way. I was just heading my paper ‘Back to Shetland’ when Kenny looked over the top of his cattle studbook.


    ‘Cass, bairn, you’re behind the times. You should just be using Gavin’s iPad.’ He gave his brother a wicked smile. ‘He was watching your voyage down every step of the way.’


    Gavin reddened. ‘Potential voyage,’ he corrected. He brought out his iPad, tapped it a few times, and passed it over. There, on a chart on the screen, was my course here. I looked at the logo.


    ‘Navionics. It’s frighteningly easy to use.’ I scrolled up ‘route’ and tapped ‘return’. Immediately the waypoints reversed themselves. At the side of the screen was the really useful bit, compass bearing and distance from one waypoint to the next. I passed the iPad back to Gavin. ‘Can you check each of my paper bearings as I do it?’


    Kenny set his stud book down, and moved to the couch to look over his brother’s shoulder. ‘It looks very bonny, but would you actually use it to steer your course?’


    ‘People do,’ I said. ‘Literally – they create the route, like this, then tell the autopilot to steer it. That’s why it’s frighteningly easy. You could get yourself into such trouble. Look at this – a nice, neat dog-leg through Kyle Rhea and Kyle Akin, with nothing to say how dangerous they are at the wrong state of the tide.’


    Gavin looked up, smiling. ‘So what would a real sailor do?’


    ‘Distance. 270 nautical miles. Hours of journey at five knots. Hazards.’ I flourished the first page of my passage plan at them. ‘Starting with one unmarked and one marked rock in your own loch.’


    ‘Ellice shoal,’ Kenny said, and gave a grin at Gavin that said one of them had ended up on it.


    ‘Then helps – lights, towers, anything that’ll tell me where I am as I head north. Boltholes, places I can go if the weather turns nasty, and the exact page in the pilot book for each one. When things are going wrong isn’t the time to scrabble for information.’


    ‘So what are all these books you’re using?’


    I flourished each one. ‘Imray’s Yachtman’s Pilot to the Skye and the North-West of Scotland. That gives me all the lighthouses and anchorages, and advice about routes and tides. The Admiralty Tidal Streams Atlas tells me what the tide is doing every hour, direction and strength.’ I opened it to show him the charts with arrows. A faded photocopy fell out. ‘This is from a book that’s out of print, but it’s a clear guide to Kyle Rhea.’


    Kenny considered. ‘We’re at springs now.’ He leaned forward to the chart. ‘So you want to be at the end of the loch for the first of the west-going tide, five hours after high water.’


    ‘Four and a half hours after,’ I said. ‘The hour is from the half hours.’


    Gavin opened Safari. ‘Tides at Kyle of Lochalsh on Sunday. High Water at 03.58 or 16.14.’


    ‘Perfect,’ I said. ‘So it turns to go in the direction I want around half past eight. Two hours to the end of the loch, so ETD 06.30, and the tide with me.’ I wrote it down on my piece of paper. ‘Eyeball navigation to there. Okay, Gavin, Kyle Rhea to the Skye Bridge, how far does the machine reckon it is?’


    ‘Waypoints 5 to 9, 11.4 nautical miles.’


    I spun my dividers over the chart, and nodded. Kenny grinned. ‘You’re not trusting the machine at all, are you?’


    ‘Not an inch. Here, you try.’ I showed him how to lay the parallel ruler on the line I wanted to sail, then walk it to the compass rose on the chart, while Gavin checked the angle on the iPad, and by bedtime we’d worked out timings, tides and compass bearings for the whole journey, along with when I’d see each lighthouse and what its flashing pattern would be, all written clearly on three sides of A4, and stowed ready for cockpit use in a clear plastic wallet.


    ‘This navigation is easy once you know how,’ Kenny said, yawning.


    ‘I’ve still got to actually sail the course,’ I pointed out.


    ‘Ach, there’s no fear of you. We’ll be expecting that phone call to tell us you’ve made it home at 15.36 precisely.’


    A smoor of rain swept over us as Gavin walked me down to the jetty. ‘It’ll clear tomorrow, though,’ he predicted. ‘Are you game for walking up to the Bonnie Prince’s cave?’


    We’d talked one evening of a walk to the waterfall, then along to Prince Charlie’s cave. It was Gavin’s grandfather’s great-grandfather’s great-grandfather that had guided the Bonnie Prince to it, when the head of the loch had been stiff with red-coats camped all around the farm, and he’d been rewarded with one of the buttons from the Prince’s coat.


    ‘Our only heirloom,’ Gavin had said, when he’d worn it to the Halloween party I’d got volunteered for judging at, ‘and my heart’s in my mouth every time I wear my black kilt-jacket, for fear I haven’t sewn it on firmly enough. Mother would never forgive me if I lost it.’


    ‘A perfect last day walk,’ I agreed.

  


  


  
    Chapter Three


    
      Saturday 28th December


      Gavin knew his own loch. By mid-morning, the wind had fallen; the sun had come out in a glory of rainbows, and was picking up the silver twists of the burns cascading down the rust-red hills. The fretted sea had turned from sullen grey to polished pewter, and there were enough blue chinks in the sky to make a Dutchman’s trousers.


      We left Cat sleeping by the fire, took a picnic of scones and his mother’s freshly made crowdie, like cream-textured, salty cottage cheese, and scrunched off along the pebble shore.


      ‘The tourist side,’ Gavin murmured, nodding across at the gravel track running above the opposite shore. ‘Our going’s a bit harder.’ He picked his way up a network of narrow paths to the height of the headland, then down again until we came out at the boulders and were swinging along the shore, walking boots scrunching in time, breath smoking in the crisp air. The grass above the tideline was the yellow-green of newly gathered mermaid hair weed, the shore pebbles coloured like jewels: rose granite, milk quartz, green serpentine, mica-glinting gneiss. The fronds of kelp just breaking the surface at the sea edge of the wide river were crinkled with ice.


      We threaded through an oak wood with mossed boulders between the trees. I could hear the waterfall now, like a distant drum roll; then suddenly we came out to a polished basin brimming with black water, and turbulent with zebra ripples of current in the centre. The still edges had comma-shapes of coffee coloured foam swirling around the sanded-smooth rock. The distant drum roll became a throbbing roar.


      ‘The bottom of the falls,’ Gavin shouted in my ear, and gestured me upwards. A clamber upwards through heather stems, a twist in the path, and we were half way up the great cascade, falling the height of a tall ship’s mast from a twisted spout in the rock above us. The path was slippery with spray, but the rooted heather gave a grip underfoot, and the slender trees made good handholds. Half an hour of breathless climbing brought us to the top, beside the lochan that fed the river, with the cascade below us. We paused to unpack our picnic.


      ‘Though we’d better keep moving,’ Gavin said, glancing at the dark shadows on the hills. ‘Kenny said he’d pick us up from the Smugglers’ Bay half an hour before dusk. We can eat as we go.’


      He used the little dagger in his stocking to spread two scones each with crowdie, and we munched companionably as we sidestepped down to mid-hill level. The ice-hardened bracken crunched beneath our feet, and the air was cold and crisp. I was glad of my best sailing socks and gloves. Before us, a mile away on the hill, was the cave we were heading for, a dark mouth half-way up a rock face, with a thin ledge of heather as pathway.


      I was nervous about arriving there. Although we’d achieved a comfortable intimacy in these five days, the closest we’d been physically had been touching fingers as we hung up tree ornaments. At some point we were going to have to get closer. Part of me wanted to: I loved the way he moved, the economy of his hand gestures, the neat way his kilt pleats swirled as he turned. His brown hands were square in shape, hands made to work, yet delicate as a spider spinning a web when he was tying one of his tiny flies. At the same time I was terrified. Convention was closing over me like cold deep water. I could do swinging along the hill path like this, but there would be police functions, and he’d want children, and soon my unfettered life with Khalida’s sails bent on, ready to take me where the wind blew, would just be a memory. And the Bonnie Prince’s cave, with Gavin’s kingdom spread below us, would be a romantic place for a first kiss –


      We were half way there when Gavin wrinkled his nose. ‘A dead deer,’ he said. So much for romance. I was getting the faint scent of it too, a sweet decay overlying the sharp frost, when he stopped dead, with a shocked exclamation in Gaelic. His hand came up to hold me back. My feet halted obediently, but I couldn’t help looking forward.


      I saw the skull first. It was lying in a hollow of dried bracken, below a grey-lichened rock, with the sockets gazing straight at us below a mop of dark hair. The jaw was pushed sideways; the teeth grinned. Something that might have been an ear clung still to the dirty bone. The neat ribs, the spine and breastbone, lay in their pattern, tarnished with vestiges of black flesh. The shoulders were there, but the arms had been pulled away. There were foxes in these hills, and badgers, wildcats, ravens, golden eagles. One leg lay straight; the other kneecap was slightly raised above the dried-fern ground, as if sinews still held it to the thigh. That foot was a jumble of gnawed bones. The smell came from the tangle of dried intestines within the rib cage, like blackened seaweed on a beach.


      Bile rose in my throat. I took a couple of steps back, and choked the sickness down.


      Gavin retreated with me, and reverted to DI Macrae of the Inverness branch of Police Scotland. ‘Scene of Crime are going to be delighted with this.’ He took a handkerchief from his pocket and skewered it flat with bracken stems, a square signpost, then turned to give me a wry smile. ‘Is it you, or I, or just the combination of the two of us, that attracts murder?’


      ‘Murder?’ I managed to keep my voice steady.


      ‘A hillwalker who’d died of a heart-attack or exposure would still have his clothes on.’


      I looked at the exposed bones. There was no sign of torn cloth; only the dark, matted hair.


      ‘Besides,’ Gavin said, ‘this isn’t the tourist side of the loch. A very few go up the track from the back of the Lodge and along the ridge until they get to Arnisdale. Almost nobody comes rambling here.’ He took several photos with his mobile, not stepping any nearer to the body. ‘The last person here was the murderer. There may still be clues. It’s amazing what the SOCOs can find.’


      Sooner them than me. ‘Can you tell how long he – she’s – been there?’


      ‘After the 21st of July.’ Gavin’s tanned cheeks reddened. ‘I always climb up on the anniversary of the Prince being here. Late August, September, maybe. Forensics will narrow it down. But what was he doing up here?’ He shook his head. ‘We can’t carry on to the cave. It may be that was where he’d been, or was headed.’ He sighed. ‘Oh, I’m going to be popular. Every uniform in our force will be doing a sweep of this hill for two days, and finding nothing but bracken.’


      We fell back into step, heading diagonally downwards towards the bay. Above us, the handkerchief shone white against the auburn foliage. ‘Some student going off for a highland ramble, and not being specific about where he was headed?’


      ‘Don’t forget the missing clothes. Two or more students, with the others able to cover up the dead man’s absence, or tell a convincing story of a tragedy, like a drowning where the body wasn’t recovered. I don’t remember one of these from this area, and we’ve certainly not had a missing person reported from here.’


      ‘Why take the clothes? It can’t have been easy, undressing him.’


      ‘To speed up decomposition. To make identifying the body harder.’ He grimaced. ‘Teeth are only any good if you have a name. We’ll see what missing persons comes up with UK wide.’


      I thought about what clothes could tell, as we tramped downhill. Gavin’s kilt would narrow it down to a Macrae with that waist size and height. My T-shirt had been bought in Bergen, and my thermals, knitted gansey, and Musto jacket would mark me out as a sailor, so you could begin by circulating my description among Norwegian yachting folk: woman, thirty, 5’2”, long dark hair in a plait. I reckoned that would get my name within twenty-four hours.


      It was three o’clock by the time we reached the bay Gavin had called Smugglers’. The upper half of the clouds blushed in the last of the sun, the colours were filtered through an amber gel, and the varnished dinghy gleamed bright as a marmalade cat as Kenny curved it round towards us, cut the motor, and sculled it to the shore. Gavin broke into rapid, urgent Gaelic. Kenny followed Gavin’s hand; he nodded as he pin-pointed the white handkerchief, caught now by the last rays of sun on the mountain’s upper slopes, then asked a question, with a gesture of his own towards the cave. Gavin nodded, and added a sweeping movement of his hand and a short phrase which evidently meant ‘They’ll have to search the whole place’ for both brothers grimaced, suddenly looking alike: their private kingdom being trampled by interlopers. I knew how that felt. Gavin had had to search my Khalida, the first time we’d met, and I remembered still my stab of outrage as his space-suited minions had stepped over her guard-rails.


      The men left me on the boat to do a final rig-check before tomorrow’s voyage. By the time I got to the farm, Kenny had explained to their mother, while Gavin went from phone to computer, to download and send his photos, and finally came through to the sitting room, rubbing one hand through his hair. The curls he tried to cut away sprung back. ‘Cass, I’ve told them you must get away tomorrow, so they’re sending the local man from Kyle of Lochalsh to take your statement. I can’t do it, because we were together.’ He grimaced. ‘A round trip of a hundred and forty miles for him. Mother, I invited him to dinner.’


      When the local man arrived, just after six, he turned out to be from Orkney. ‘They try not to put us back to our own place,’ he explained in the familiar lilt, like a Welshman speaking Scots. ‘I’m trying to learn the Gaelic. A lot of the words are the same; the Western Isles folk are almost as Norse as the Northern Isles.’


      ‘The Minch used to be the Viking Corridor,’ I agreed. I’d sailed it in the replica longship Sea Stallion. ‘I’m sorry to drag you out tonight, but tomorrow and Monday are my weather window to get home.’


      ‘To Shetland, yea, yea. Gavin explained that. I’ll get your statement in a peedie minute.’


      It was a constrained last meal, with Sergeant Pearson an extra on one side of the table, and the staring eye-sockets of the skull still vivid in my memory. Gavin’s mother had intended it as a special goodbye, with a steak pie of golden crispy pastry covering melt-in-your-mouth beef from their own animals, Brussels sprouts and potatoes from the garden, and a lemon meringue pudding which was almost enough to convert me to life ashore. We women cleared away the plates, then left Gavin and Kenny to wash and dry while the sergeant wrote down my statement in his black notebook.


      ‘I had a look on the computer at the station,’ he said, ‘and you’re right enough, Gavin, there’s nobody reported missing anywhere round here this summer, on hill or at sea.’


      ‘Aye,’ Gavin said. ‘But he may have been reported missing from his home area. We’ll be able to start looking once forensics give us a sex, height, and age. Will you be okay, Kenny, to lead the Scene of Crime folk up the hill?’


      Kenny nodded gloomily. ‘Will there be many of them?’


      ‘Two trips, at least, and an extra one back, with the body.’


      It was almost nine o’clock by the time Sergeant Pearson left for his long drive home. ‘It’s a good thing he has nobody waiting up for him,’ Gavin’s mother commented. ‘Cass, see what you would like for your journey. Here are fresh rolls, and ham, and I have portions of stew frozen, you would just need to heat it up and have bread with it.’


      She made a picnic of it, everything I’d need at hand for the first day, and wrapped the carton of stew in newspaper, so that it would defrost slowly and be ready for when I needed it. She had made me a whole crowdie too, and wrapped it with bubblewrap inside a cardboard box: ‘It will keep for a week, easy. This tub is fish for Cat.’


      ‘Thank you,’ I said. I wouldn’t be expecting her to get up at six thirty. ‘Thank you for everything.’ I resorted to my native Shetland. ‘It’s been a most special Christmas.’


      She gave me a steady look from the grey eyes that were so like Gavin’s. ‘I hope you’ll be back, now you’ve found your way.’


      I wasn’t sure what to say to that, so I was glad of Gavin coming into the kitchen. ‘Are you needing a porter, Cass? Creator Lord, will you have room aboard for all this?’


      ‘I’ll make room,’ I assured him.


      ‘You’re a pleasure to cook for,’ his mother said. ‘I was afraid you might be one of these girls who’s so concerned about her weight that she only eats salad.’


      ‘There’s nothing like sailing to keep the pounds off and the appetite up,’ I said. ‘Thank you.’


      It was black dark outside. Once we got into the dinghy, the sea glinted coal black around us, and the anchor light half-way up my mast shed a moon-clear circle around Khalida’s white hull. I climbed aboard, and leant over for Gavin to hand Cat’s basket and the provisions up. ‘See you at six thirty.’


      ‘Six thirty.’ He looked up at me, face whitened in the LED light. ‘Don’t be having nightmares, now. Sleep well.’


      


      Sunday 29th to Tuesday 31st December


      Sunday 29th December,

      High Water Kyle of Lochalsh, UT 03.58, 4.6m

      Low Water 10.08, 1.8m

      High Water 16.14, 4.6m

      Expecting to arrive Ruba Reidh light 16.45

      

      Sunrise 09.07

      Moonset 12.58

      Sunset 15.42

      Moonrise 03.49


      Moon waning crescent .


      Monday 30th December

      High Water Ullapool, UT 02.06, 3.9m

      Low Water 07.55, 2.0m

      High Water 14.27, 4.2m

      Low Water 20.59, 2.0m


      


      Sunrise 09.07

      Moonset 12.58

      Sunset 15.42

      Moonrise 03.49


      


      Moon waning crescent.


      Forecast: westerly force 3-4, Sunday a.m., and backing S to SE during Sunday evening with strong gusts, then SW from midnight.


      Mackerel skies and mares’ tails

Make tall ships carry small sails.
    

  


  


  
    Chapter Four


    It was still black dark when I awoke, but the crescent moon cast her yellow gleam over the loch, so that every headland stood out black against the burnished water. Half past five. I squirmed out of my berth and put the kettle on to boil while I dressed. Cat got his breakfast and litter tray, then I headed up on deck. The wind was exactly as promised, a westerly that would give us a fine beam-reach up to Cape Wrath.


    I rolled the cover off the mainsail and freed the tiller. By the time I’d done that the kettle was whistling; I filled my flask and secured it to the table with bungee cords. I put the stew on to heat while I buttered several of Gavin’s mother’s rolls, added a generous layer of crowdie, and put them in an ice-cream tub. The hot stew went into my wide-necked flask. I wouldn’t starve this voyage.


    Back up on deck, I saw Gavin’s dark figure stepping from the pier into the boat, and heard the oars creak, then the clink and splash of him lowering the engine. A moment, then it put-putted into life. I started my ancient Volvo Penta and hauled my mooring rope from the buoy. The anchor light would double as a steaming light, if there was anyone about to be particular.


    ‘Halo leat,’ Gavin greeted me. ‘All set?’


    ‘Tha,’ I agreed. ‘Lead on.’


    Ten minutes, and we were in the loch proper, with the twisting path we’d seen from on high glinting before me. Gavin throttled back and came alongside, holding up a newspaper-wrapped parcel. It was warm as he handed it to me.


    ‘Bacon rolls,’ he said. ‘They’ll keep in a jumper till you’re ready for them.’


    ‘Thank you,’ I said. I hated those awful railway platform moments. ‘It was a lovely Christmas.’


    ‘Thank you for coming.’ He held out his hand and I laid mine in it, glove to glove. ‘Now you know your way, come back.’


    ‘I’d like to,’ I meant it. ‘Let me know how you get on with your skeleton.’


    ‘I will. Beannachd leat.’ Goodbye, a blessing on you.


    ‘Beannachd leat.’ I leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. His breath was warm on my lips as I drew back. ‘Thank you. Taing mhor.’ Then, before I could make a fool of myself, I stepped back and put Khalida into gear. ‘I’ll text as I go, if I get a signal.’


    He raised his hand as I pulled away from him. ‘Safe journey.’
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    It would be a long day and night. I had a bacon roll just after seven, when the hills began to be outlined in blue, and another at eight. The first creamy light, the colour of a duck’s egg, lay in a streak above the eastern hill, though the western sky before me was still dark, with the crescent moon as flat as if it had been painted on, and the stars fading points of light against the violet sky. As Khalida putted on, the light behind us strengthened to a line of cream above the cut-out hills, and the old-brass moon bleached to a curved silver line. Daylight replaced the starlight glimmer on the water; now I could see the shore, its colours dulled, and by the time we reached the end of the loch it was fully light, with the early sun turning the western hills to shades of gold: the bleached long grass, the olive heather, the varnished brown of tree branches. We passed the last skerry, then I brought Khalida head to wind to raise the mainsail. I sheeted it in, loosed the jib, and she surged forward under her own power. I glanced down into the cabin. 08.35. Yes, I should have the tide with me now – and on the thought we came out into the stream, and I saw the log figures creep up from 4 knots to 5, then to 5.3, 6.2. At this rate, we’d make a swift passage. Cat crept up to sniff the air, then crouched down on the thwart, paws braced. I reached down for his lead and clipped it to the harness I’d trained him to wear at sea.


    ‘Going home, Cat,’ I told him.


    The sky was clear now, but the water was overshadowed by the mountains, and the low sun magnified every bump and hillock. On my left, the shore was bare; on my right, there was a row of cottages by a pale beach, their lights glimmering in the water. Glenelg, Bernera, the ferry pier and the end of the road. The Kyle Rhea turbines flickered fibreglass-white above the pale blue water. After that the hills were wooded on each side, then the sound opened out into Loch Alsh. The sun dazzled in my eyes from the east, and the wind was in my face. I tightened the sails and pointed close to the wind, and Khalida tilted over. Cat slipped back into my berth, where he’d be snug, however much the boat tipped. The log had gone down to 5.6 knots, but we were broadside on to the tide, so we’d be pushed towards the next narrows, at Kyle Akin. On shore, a hunch-shouldered heron flapped into life above the whisky-gold water at the loch edge; behind me, the sun’s reflection made an oval too bright to look at. Three ducks crossed my path.


    By ten thirty we were bumping under the arches of the Skye Bridge, with Khalida rocking to the overfalls of wind against tide. I’d come down under sail, and been rocked closer to the massive piers than I’d liked by a passing fishing boat. This time I set the engine going, rolled the jib away, and headed dead centre of the wide arch. Now the Sound of Sleat lay open before us. I cut the engine, restored full sail, set Khalida’s nose for the gap between Longay and Eilan Mor, hooked up the windvane, and settled back to relax.


    The views were spectacular. On my left, the Cuillin rose sheer from the sea, Bla Bheinn and Sgurr Alasdair, jagged slabs of rock topped with fissures of snow. On my right, Loch Kishorn and Loch Carron cradled the green oasis of Plockton, where palm trees grew. The sky arched blue above me now, with long cumulus gathering smoke-grey from the west. Behind me, slanting lines of rain fell to the water, blotting out Ardnamurchan. If I’d had longer, I’d have sailed on down and round that headland, and earned my little Khalida the right to wear a bunch of heather at her prow. Properly speaking, of course, it was a sign that boats coming up from south had made it round the notoriously tricky point and into the Highlands, but we Shetlanders had to do it in reverse. Another time …


    Under sail, with the tide pushing her on, Khalida kept up her speed. The Course over Ground on the GPS in the cabin read 8.3 knots. By midday we’d come level with the point of Rona, and the sea horizon had opened out before us. The sun had climbed as far into the sky as it was going to go, and the water deepened to hard, bright winter blue. On my right, the headlands to the north lay one after another like the landscape glimpsed through a window in a medieval painting. I’d done forty miles of the journey in under six hours. I should easily make Rubha Reidh, and maybe even the Stoerhead Light, before the weather closed in.


    By 14.00, the sky had darkened. A mirr of rain blew over. I pulled up my hood and fastened it under my chin. A last shaft of sunlight hazed the hills and brightened the colours: scarlet roofs, cornflower-blue tarpaulins over boats and tractor, the glistening orange weed at the water’s edge. Then the grey clouds closed over the sun. Rain by 1800, the forecast had said, and the wind backing to the south and rising. I hove-to, took in a single reef, and made sure the ropes ran free to take in the second, then ate a bowl of Gavin’s mother’s stew sitting at the table in the cabin, added an extra jumper under my oilskins, and wrapped a scarf around my neck. I sent Gavin a text: Making gd progress how is skeleton? His reply came just as the kettle boiled: Organising hill search bad time of year. Everyone busy with N Yr. Safe voyage. Fed and clad, I took my mug into the cockpit and freed off the sheets again. We sailed on into the dusk.


    It was a long, cold passage over the coal-shining water, with the cliffs of Scotland an outline in the distance. The rain came on in the early evening, as forecast, and the wind swung with it. Soon we were running goosewinged under a double-reefed mainsail and half jib, and I didn’t dare leave the tiller for more than seconds. I could reach into the cabin for the log-book, or make drinking chocolate from the flask, but that was all. Khalida surged forward with each gust, surfing down the long wave-backs. I was glad when midnight came, and it began to back westerly at last. I let the jib slip over to the same side as the mainsail, and unrolled it a little, then I put the chain over the tiller, to hold Khalida on course, and made myself comfortable under the cabin awning, standing up every five minutes to look all round for the lights of passing ships hurrying down the Viking corridor to have their New Year at home. I slipped below for a midnight snack, then alternated between sitting up on deck and doing my own New Year clean: polishing the woodwork, washing the dishes, pans, floor and ceiling, and shining the ship’s bell, lantern, and fish brass. I wrote up the log at half-hourly intervals, and had a cup of chocolate every three entries. I listened to the Coastguard weather reports. I fished up a bucketful of water and scrubbed as much as I could reach of the decks. I cleaned the bilges. I re-stowed the sails in the forepeak. I checked off the lighthouses as we passed them: Tiumpan Head, Stoer, Butt of Lewis, and Cape Wrath at last, as the first grey light began to filter through the darkness. Now I could see the water around me, although the cape was only a dark shape on the horizon.


    Another day, another night. I cat-napped through it, with my alarm clock set to allow me no more than twenty minutes at a time. Grey water tumbled around me. I caught a glimpse of the peak of Hoy, far on the horizon as the sun set, and saw the lights of Fair Isle as the 30th of December slipped into Old Year’s Day. At last the star of Sumburgh Head light flashed from ahead of me. Gradually the sky lightened; the triple peaks of Foula stood grey and distant off my port bow, and the rocky head of Sumburgh, topped by the Stevenson brothers’ first Shetland lighthouse, was off to starboard. By breakfast time, the horizon ahead was violet, shading into the blue east, but behind me there were grey cirrus, dabbed with a painter’s brush. Mackerel skies and mares’ tails, make tall ships carry small sails. The sailor’s storm warning. Khalida was still moving steadily through the long waves, and the tide was bringing our speed up to 6.3 knots. We’d go faster in the next three hours, when the wind picked up, and I’d be sheltered by the cliffs of West Burrafirth once I’d turned the corner around Papa Stour. College didn’t start for another week, so I was heading for my home port of Brae, where my parents still lived – at least, Dad still lived in the house I’d grown up in, and Maman seemed to be dividing her time between it and her elegant town flat in Poitiers. I wasn’t sure I’d be awake for the New Year bells, but I’d join them for lunch tomorrow.


    We just beat the wind. We stormed past the World War I guns on Vementry isle with the water breaking white around us, skooshed around between Papa Little and Muckle Roe, and ran full tilt for the marina, with Khalida’s mast swaying ominously to each gust. I was thankful to drop the mainsail at last and motor in to my berth. I’d just fastened the last mooring rope when the wind rattled the rigging and tilted Khalida over as if she was still at sea. I dived below. The rain drummed on the fibreglass roof. I opened the forehatch for Cat to go out if he wanted to, sent a ‘made it’ text to Gavin and Maman, fell into my berth, and slept.


    


    Wednesday 1st January

    New Year’s Day


    Low Water, Brae UT 02.42, 0.6m

    High Water 08.55, 1.8m

    Low Water 15.11, 0.6m

    High Water 21.33, 1.8m

    

    Moonrise, 08.25

    Sunrise 09.15

    Sunset 15.02

    Moonset 15.59

    

    New moon


    He wis flyin every fit.

    He was flying every foot – said of someone in a great hurry.
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