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    DEATH ON A LONGSHIP




    MARSALI TAYLOR


    


    





    When she wangles the job of skippering a Viking longship for a film, Cass Lynch thinks her big break has finally arrived – even though it means returning home to the Shetland Islands, which she ran away from as a teenager. Then the ‘accidents’ begin – and when a dead woman turns up on the boat’s deck, Cass realises that she, her family and her past are under suspicion from the disturbingly shrewd Detective Inspector Macrae. Cass must call on all her local knowledge, the wisdom she didn’t realise she’d gained from sailing and her glamorous, French opera singer mother to clear them all of suspicion – and to catch the killer before Cass becomes the next victim.


  




  Dedication




  I would like to dedicate this book with affection and thanks, to all the ‘boaty folk’ of Aith and Brae who have encouraged me in my passion for sailing.




    In Aith, there’s the Regatta Committee: Jim and the Moncrieff boys, Wilbert and the Clark boys, John Robert Hay, Trevor, Ian, and Robbie Anderson, Peerie Ollie, David Nicholson, and the late Jamie o’ Roadside. Thank you for letting me mess about in committee boats and guard boats, and for cheering me over the finish line. Thank you, Jim, Victor, and Pattibelle for some cracking sails. Thank you to John, George, and John for fishing me out at Vementry; thank you to the lifeboat crew, particularly Kevin and Luke – I hope never to call you. Lastly thank you, Gunner Cheyne for bringing the cannon to the pier to welcome Karima S home.




    In Brae, there are my fellow dinghy sailing instructors, Joe, Hughie (owner of the Standing Stone), John, Ewan, Ian, Richard, and Graham. There are the cruising sailors, including Drew, Frank, Hamish, Charlie, Peter, Willie, and Scott, who’ve shown me new horizons. Most of all, thank you to Joe and Cynara for some truly memorable expeditions.




    I hope you all enjoy this tale of improbable mayhem in our home waters.




  In this book, a number of people use their native dialect, Shetlan or Shetlandic. There is more information about this Norse/Scots tongue, and a glossary, on pages 315-321.
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  High Water at Brae, 00.48, 2.0;


  Low Water 07.09, 0.3;


  HW 13.37, 1.8;


  LW 19.20, 0.8.




  




  Moon waxing gibbous.




  




  

     Chapter One




    She was my longship. She floated beside the boating club pontoon like a ghost from Shetland’s past, her red and ochre striped sail furled on her heavy yard half-way up the wooden mast, her painted shields mirrored on the early-morning calm water.




      Okay, she belonged to Berg Productions Ltd., but I was her skipper. Stormfugl, Stormbird. She was seventy-five feet long, with a carved head snarling in a circle of teeth, a writhed tail, and a triangular log cabin on a half-deck in the stern. Gulls were wheeling around her, bickering among themselves, as if one of them had dropped a fish.




      I started Khalida’s engine and put-putted across the bay towards the marina. I wasn’t keen on gulls dismembering fish all over my clean decks. I’d hosed them yesterday, after filming. The cameramen, lighting operators, make-up, costume, best boys, grips, and all the hundred people that seemed to be needed for even a simple shot had squelched the path from road to shore into dusty gravel. This had clung to the sheepskin boots of my Viking oarsmen, and the shore had added a generous helping of sand-laden algae. I didn’t intend to start the day re-scrubbing them. I’d fire the gulls’ fish overboard, and let them squabble about it on the water.




      It was amazing, too, that Anders hadn’t heard them. Even someone who slept like the dead, as he did, must surely be woken by them perching on the cabin ridgepole to stretch their necks at each other. I’d have thought he’d have been out to clear them by now.




      As we entered the marina I realised that there was a white bundle lying on Stormfugl’s deck under the circle of snatching gulls. I turned Khalida in a sharp curve and brought her up on the other side of the pontoon. Damn the way Norwegians went for cheap British drink. He’d obviously gone out and got blootered, staggered home and fallen, injured himself –




      It wasn’t Anders.




      I looked at the body lying on the half-deck, one hand stretched towards the prow and felt my newly won promotion to skipper slipping away. It was Maree Baker, one of the film lot, the stand-in for the star.




      I was ashamed of myself for thinking first of me, but I couldn’t help Maree now. She lay sprawled on the larch planks like a marionette washed up by the tide, the manicured nails still gleaming like shells in the bloody mess the gulls had made of the exposed hands. There was mottled dirt on her cream silk trouser suit. The red-gold hair falling across her face was stirring just a little in the breeze, as if at any moment she’d shake it out of her eyes and leap up. I looked again at the back of her head, tilted up towards me, and saw the pool of blood spreading out from below her stand-in wig. The gulls had left footprints in it, and across the deck. I’m not squeamish about blood, but I felt sick then. I yelled at the three that had only gone as far as the pier, orange eyes watching me, then looked back at Maree. I didn’t want to touch her, but I had to. I was the ship’s Master under God; captain, minister, doctor. I curved my hand around the chilling neck and laid two fingers over the vein. There was no flutter of pulse.




      I withdrew my hand and reached into my back pocket for my mobile. 999. No, here in Shetland, 999 would probably get me some Inverness call centre three hundred miles away, where I’d have to spell out every name twice. I wanted Lerwick. I dived into the boating club for a phone book, and found the number. There were two rings, then a voice.




      ‘Northern Constabulary, Sergeant Peterson, can I help you?’




      I took a deep breath and wished I was at sea, where the procedure was laid down. Mayday three times, this is yacht name three times. ‘I’d like to report what looks like a fatal accident,’ I said. ‘On board the longship Stormfugl, moored at Delting Boating Club.’




      ‘The film boat,’ she replied, briskly confident even at this hour of the morning. ‘Your name, madam?’




      ‘I’m Cass Lynch, the skipper of the boat.’




    ‘Remain with the body, please. We’ll get a doctor to you as soon as possible. Have you any idea of the casualty’s identity?’




    ID was Ted’s problem. ‘She’s lying face down. I didn’t want to turn her over.’




    ‘We’ll be with you in about half an hour. Until then, please ensure that nobody goes near the body. And don’t call anyone. We’ll do that.’




    ‘I’ll stay with the body,’ I said, but made no other promises.




    I picked up a stone and scattered the gulls with one vicious throw.




    [image: ]





    Anders should have been on board; it was his night on watch. I went slowly up to the cabin, almost afraid to look inside, but it was empty. My breath came out in a rush. Not even his gear was there: his scarlet sleeping bag, the backpack he used as a washbag, and his thermos. There was only the lilo we used to soften the larch planks, inflated and waiting.




    I didn’t have time to worry about him now. On shore, I had to answer to the production company. Was Mr Berg Productions Ltd. a captain who’d want to be called at the very first sign of trouble, or one who’d bawl you out if you didn’t let him sleep until his life-raft was launched? I slotted his shrewd eyes into my mental line of skippers, and decided the former. I didn’t see how even the film world could cover up Maree’s death. I wanted to break it myself, in my best Norwegian.




    He wasn’t happy. ‘This was not to do with the filming? What was she doing aboard the longship at night?’




    I side-stepped that one. ‘I have called the police. They will arrive soon.’




    ‘This will hold up the filming.’




    ‘Perhaps not by much,’ I said.




    ‘And your night watchman. Anders. Where was he?’




    A good question. ‘He does not seem to be aboard.’




    He pounced on that. ‘You think he is involved in this outrage?’




    I hadn’t thought of it as an outrage. She’d stumbled and tripped, hit her head with a whack. Head injuries killed. Alain. The boom coming over, lifting with a creak then suddenly swinging, lethal … I swallowed the memory away.




    ‘I have every confidence that he is not involved.’ Anders had been my choice as engineer.




    ‘I know his father,’ Mr Berg said. He would, of course, through the Norwegian businessmen old boys’ network. ‘Thank you for keeping me informed. Phone later in the day, as this affair develops.’




    ‘Yes, sir.’




    I didn’t hesitate about phoning Ted, the film’s director, because I knew he and his director of photography were spending the night on Ronas Hill, filming the sun dipping into the sea and rising again. They wanted the shot for the poster, the western rim of the ocean with Favelle’s face superimposed. I heard two rings, then his voice.




    ‘Cass?’




    ‘Ted, there’s been an accident here, on board Stormfugl. Maree’s dead.’




    ‘I’ll come over right now. Have you told the police?’




    ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘And Mr Berg.’ I paused. ‘I didn’t give a name.’




    ‘Thanks, Cass. See you soon.’




    When I’d opened up my phone the screen had said 1 New Message. Sender unknown. It was the phone call I’d ignored last night. I looked at it now, and found a message from a dead woman. ‘Must talk will come down to boat. Maree.’




    A wave of guilt flooded over me. I should have answered the phone instead of telling the world to go away. Maree had come to find me in the half-dark, had tripped and fallen. It wouldn’t have happened if I’d been here. Hers was the second death I’d caused.




    I’d just pocketed my phone when a car scrunched down the gravel below the boating club. The brisk, elderly man who got out had been my doctor when I was a child. He felt her pulse, and shook his head. ‘Dead. What happened, Cass?’




    ‘I wasn’t here,’ I said. ‘I presume she tripped and fell.’




    ‘Was it you who moved her?’




    ‘No,’ I said, surprised. ‘I just felt for a pulse at her neck.’




    He gave me a sideways look, eyes lifting, falling again. ‘The police will need to see her as she is.’




    I could feel my heart beat in the silence. ‘Didn’t she trip and fall?’




    He didn’t answer, and I could see it for myself. She might have tripped on the gangplank ridges, but she’d have had her hands to save herself from coming a real cropper, and it hadn’t been a metal boom with the strength of a Force 5 gybe coming over to crack her unprotected skull, but a stationary wooden deck. It should have meant a bump, a black eye, a bleeding nose, not death.




    Death meant questioning and suspicion. ‘Can you tell us exactly what happened? How do you know what the wind speed was? Who was in charge of the boat at the time?’




    We were all in even deeper trouble than I’d thought.




    We heard the first police car then, its engine echoing across the water as it charged north up the dual carriageway, slowed to come through the township of Brae, and speeded up again for the westward straight along to the boating club. Soon the whole pier was swarming with officers cordoning off the area with blue and white tape. It seemed, though, that they weren’t to touch anything until the forensic team and the Inverness detective arrived.




    I was taken aside by Sergeant Peterson. She was younger than I’d expected, with blonde hair sleeked back in a ponytail and the eyes of a mermaid, ice-green and indifferent to human follies. She took my mobile off me – ‘Just a precaution, madam,’ – then escorted me upstairs in the boating club and made me a cup of tea. ‘The inspector will want to question you, madam. It may be a bit of a wait, I’m afraid.’




    ‘That’s my boat beside the longship,’ I said. ‘I could wait there.’




    She shook her head. ‘We’d be grateful if you’d wait here, madam.’




    She went out to join the white-coated men erecting a tent around poor Maree, and left me to more waiting, which gave me time to think about the implications.




    At least I understood now what Maree was doing on board Stormfugl in the middle of the night. She’d come along the pontoons to where Khalida was usually berthed, seen the empty space and known I’d gone out for a sail. She wouldn’t have hung around openly on the quayside, but gone into Stormfugl’s cabin to wait, out of sight, discreet to the end., until someone had come on board and killed her. Anders was missing, but why should Anders want to harm Maree?




    Why should anyone want to harm Maree?




    In the end, I took one of the first-aid blankets, lay down on the settee by the window, said a prayer for Maree, and closed my eyes. I didn’t sleep deeply, though; I must have surfaced every ten minutes, realising each time with a shock that she was dead. Cars came and went, and the people outside talked on their radios. At tide-turn I woke to Ted’s voice protesting, and a murmur answering, and looked out. His white limo was parked at the entrance to the marina, the driver’s door left open. He was trying to talk his way through a phalanx of police officers. I could read their lips. ‘Not until the detective inspector arrives. Sorry, sir. Identification can wait. Very sorry, sir, those are our orders. If you’d like to come inside and wait, sir.’




    They led him out of my sight into the club. I heard chairs scraping on the other side of the partition wall.




    At last there was more movement within the boating club, a sudden rush of voices, Anders replying, startled and defensive, footsteps on the stairs, then the door opened, and an officer escorted Anders in.




    He’d obviously just come out of the shower. His silver-gilt hair was darkened and combed, his tanned face shining above the neat beard. His eyes met mine, alarmed, then he looked past me, out of the window. His round eyes widened as they took in the cars, the ticker-tape, the officers, and then his whole face sagged as he saw the body sprawled on the deck. He spoke in rapid Norwegian. ‘Cass, what’s happening?’




    The officer cut in. ‘No talking, if you please, sir. Just sit down. I’m afraid we’ll have to ask you to wait here until the officers from Inverness arrive. Would you like a coffee?’




    Anders nodded and joined me on the window seat, lowering himself like an old man. His eyes met mine again, filled with dread, then returned to our ship. I was left trying to make sense of that. Where had he been, that he hadn’t come back via the boating club drive with full grandstand view of the proceedings? Answer: the only place he wouldn’t have seen what was going on was in the windowless downstairs of the boating club itself.




    For some reason he seemed to have slept in the showers.
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    Outside, the sea had slid away from the concrete launching slip, then begun to sidle back. At last there was a bustle and stir downstairs. The officer looked up. ‘That’s the Inverness officers arrived. Not much longer now.’




    We looked below us at the two people who got out of the car. One was Sergeant Peterson, getting her impressions in first. The man was older, mid-thirties, and what I noticed most about him was his air of alertness, like a sea-eagle on its eyrie, high on a cliff but seeing every bird that flew past below, every fish that came to the surface. This man stood by the foot of the gangplank, just looking, and the busy scene suddenly focused around his stillness. He must have stood there for a good ten minutes, immobile in the middle of the bustle around him, just looking. Behind him, two local officers exchanged dismissive shrugs. I smiled to myself. They’d learn; there’d be no skylarking on this man’s watch.




    He moved at last, coming out from the other side of the police car, and I realised the other reason for the dismissive shrugs. He was wearing a kilt. Shetlanders were more Viking than Scots, so the kilt up here was imported for weddings only and associated with fancy socks, ornamental daggers, and white-fringed sporrans, all considered very sissy by the Shetland male whose native dress was the boiler suit and rubber boots.




    At last he turned back towards the clubhouse. A camera began flashing, and four spaceman-suited figures came forward, a white ring closing around Maree’s still form. Sergeant Peterson spoke to the inspector again; he glanced up towards the club house windows, then strolled towards the lower door. I heard light, even footsteps on the stairs, and in he came.




    He wasn’t particularly tall, five foot seven or eight, and compactly built, with strength behind the slightness. Tanned – no, weathered, the complexion of a man who preferred outdoors to in. He had russet hair, cut long enough to rumple around his ears, and it stood up on the top of his head, as if he had a habit of running his hand through it. His nose was slightly skafe, as if he had fallen out of too many trees in his youth. His kilt wasn’t wedding-fancy, but a workmanlike affair in one of the sober green tartans, with a plain leather sporran. I’d have betted there was a clasp knife in there, wooden-handled and notched with use. The top button of his shirt was undone because it was missing, and the elbows of his green tweed jacket were bagged. If he hadn’t been a policeman, I’d have taken to him: a reliable watch-leader.




    He paused two steps in to give a long, slow look round the room, as if he was comparing it with his local and noting things to be copied when he got home. He spotted the map of Busta Voe linoed onto the floor, and walked round it gravely. ‘We’re here, are we no’?’ His accent was pure Highland, that shushing, lilting note with a downward turn on the question that you only hear west of Inverness. One brown hand pointed. Sergeant Peterson stepped forward.




    ‘The club’s here, sir, at the top of the voe.’




    ‘Aye, aye.’ He nodded to himself, went over to inspect the whiskies behind the grilled-off bar. ‘Tallisker, Highland Park, Scapa Flow. No’ bad, no’ bad.’




    Sergeant Peterson cleared her throat with barely restrained impatience. ‘Ms Lynch, sir, and Mr Johansen.’




    He turned to look properly at us with disconcertingly wide-open eyes, honest-looking, a clear sea-grey. I stared, incredulous and hurting, unable even to nod.




    This man had Alain’s eyes.




    The inspector nodded to himself again. ‘Now you’ll be the captain of this ship. I’m Detective Inspector Macrae, from Inverness.’ He shook my hand briskly. ‘Cassandra Lynch. No, Cassandre.’ He pronounced it correctly, French-style. ‘The first thing we need is an idea of who the poor lass lying out there is. Can you help us with that?’




    ‘She’s the actor who doubled for Favelle last week.’ I’d leave Ted to fill in more details if it became necessary. ‘Maree Baker.’




    I sensed, rather than saw, the startled look Anders gave me.




    ‘Maree Baker,’ the inspector repeated. ‘Sergeant, go and see what you can find out.’




    ‘M-a-r-e-e,’ I said. Sergeant Peterson wrote it down in her notebook and headed out.




    ‘Thank you for that, Ms Lynch. That lets us get started. Mr Johansen, if you’ll go with my colleague here, Inspector Hutchinson, he’ll take your statement.’




    Anders gave me a look I couldn’t quite read, somewhere between puzzlement and warning, and followed the officer like a man about to walk the plank. DI Macrae opened a regulation black notebook. The writing was in dark blue ink, an untidy hand:age 29, father Dermot Lynch, ex-Sullom Voe, director Shetland Eco-Energy. He watched me read down the page. Mother, Eugénie Delafauve. Opera singer, France.




    Maman. A specialist in the seventeenth-century composer Rameau: Greek costumes, and period instruments presented to small audiences in fancy chateaux.




    Grew up Shetland, sailor. France with mother, ran away.




    It had been a combination of luck and planning. The Tall Ships were doing La Rochelle to Edinburgh, and I’d half-emptied my bank account for a berth as a trainee aboard a Russian barque. I’d got the train to La Rochelle. Sea. Scottish soil. Sanctuary.




    He lifted the notebook, turned a page. ‘You argued that you were sixteen, and independent in Scotland, if not in France. You had a British passport, and the Scottish police failed to persuade you. End of that record.’ He looked back at the notes I couldn’t see, and I braced myself. Alain’s death, on a yacht half way across the Atlantic. But he didn’t comment, simply nodded again, closed the notebook and put it back in his sporran. ‘So here you are, a teenage runaway, in charge of a film company’s Viking longship. Fill in the gap.’




    ‘Jobs,’ I said. ‘In the summer, any sailing I could get. Delivery crew.’ I’d begged and blagged and even slept my way on to yachts and gaffers and sail training ships. ‘In the winter, supermarkets. Waitressing. I worked my way up the RYA courses, and that got me working in sailing schools in the Med. Then I did my first Atlantic crossing.’ We’d been on the way back when Alain had died. If he wasn’t going to talk about it, that suited me fine.




     He gave a nod, as if working on boats was an entirely normal career, then looked back at his paper. ‘Local gossip is you got the job fitting out this longship through your father. Tell me about that.’




     It took serious effort to shrug. ‘Not exactly. I was working in Bergen, and met the directors of the Norwegian firm who were sponsoring the film.’
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    Met wasn’t quite accurate. I’d been waitressing in a fairly up-market restaurant in one of the main streets in Bergen. It did silver service for tourists and well-heeled locals. It was a quiet Thursday night, so the three Norwegian businessmen at the table by the stove were getting my full attention, especially when they began talking about Stormfugl.




    I knew about her, of course. She was an exact replica of the largest of boat burials, the Gokstadt ship, and she’d been built three years previously to demonstrate that Leif Erikson could easily have gone to America. He might have; the modern-day Vikings hit bad weather coming up to Shetland, Stormfugl was blown ashore, and the whole project had to be put on hold.




    Shetland. My heart tugged like a hooked fish.




    ‘There is another replica in America, of course,’ the youngest man said. The oldest of the three, in his fifties, with a pointed Drake beard below a lean, pink face, shook his head.




    ‘The American one is a warship, light and fast. Nobody would ever believe a voyage to America in something so shallow. The Stormfugl is deeper-bodied, a trading ship, with a half deck aft, and a small cabin. On top of that, Ted says that Shetland will do for Norway, for Labrador, for Iceland. It will be cheaper, he says, and he will make it look authentic.’




    ‘But what state is this Stormfugl in? How much will it cost to make her seaworthy?’




    Good cue, I thought. ‘Excuse me,’ I said. They gave me that blankly polite look you give a waitress who interrupts an important conversation for bread rolls or more coffee. ‘I can tell you a bit about Stormfugl,’ I continued. ‘She wasn’t damaged when she went ashore, or not badly, it was a good sandy beach she was blown on to, and they re-floated her straight off. She’s only had two winters ashore, uncovered, so the rain will have kept her timbers swollen. You’d need a surveyor’s report, but I’d expect her to be sound.’




    I had their attention now. The younger man gave me a narrow-eyed look.




    ‘What’s your connection with Shetland, Ms …?’




    ‘Ms Lynch,’ I said. If there was a job here, blagging might get me in. ‘I grew up there, and my father lives there still. I know the Shetland waters well. I’m a yacht skipper.’ I gave them a rueful smile, charming enough to interest them, but not so charming that they’d write me off as a dolly-bird. ‘Not in winter, of course. I was one of the crew on the Sea Stallion, the longship that went from Sweden to Dublin a couple of years ago, and that and my Shetland background made me interested enough to follow Stormfugl’s story.’




    ‘Ms Lynch,’ the man with the beard repeated, in a thoughtful way that would have set alarm bells ringing if I’d not been so determined to make them consider me for any job going. His eyes were shrewd, assessing me; I looked straight back.




    ‘I’m a qualified RYA Ocean Yachtmaster. You’ll need a skipper for your longship if you’re going to film aboard, as well as someone to oversee the repairs and fitting out in Shetland. I could do that for you too. I know folk who do that kind of work, reliable ones.’




    There was one of those long pauses, then the oldest one smiled. ‘Ms Lynch, you don’t look much like a skipper right now. Why not clear the table and bring us our coffees for the moment, and, here –’ He felt in his pocket for his wallet, brought out a card. ‘This is my firm, Berg Productions Limited. Come tomorrow at ten, and we can talk about your qualifications.’
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    It wasn’t a propitious week, with the silver disk of the moon draining away, but at least the sea was pulsing into the Bergen channel. A flowing tide was a better omen. I was there at ten to ten, with my RYA cards in their see-through wallet, and references from a couple of Caribbean outfits. It was Mr Berg’s office I was shown into, a symphony of pearl grey and ivory. Just the depth of the carpet I waded across told me this was a megabucks outfit, and if I hadn’t been there in front of him I’d have turned tail and run, but faint heart wins no command. I straightened my shoulders inside my best navy jacket and hoped my plait was still neat.




    He motioned me to a seat. ‘Let me tell you more about this project, Ms Lynch. The film is about Gudrid, the first European woman to reach America, the sister-in-law of Leif Erikson, and we are one of the sponsors. Favelle Baker will play Gudrid, and her husband Ted Tarrant is the director.’




    This was big-time stuff. Ted and Favelle were one of Hollywood’s golden couples. She’d been a child star, and Ted Tarrant had been her leading man in her first teen movie. It had been love straight away. They’d got married between movies, made two more together, and then Ted had moved from acting to directing, a series of eco-aware films starring Favelle as a feisty activist taking on big business on behalf of the planet. I’d been particularly impressed by the Greenpeace one, where she’d really slung into the oil companies and fisherman who were making a desert of our seas. The way she’d scrambled over rigs and in and out of high-speed rubber inflatable dinghies had made me feel she was a woman after my own heart.




    Furthermore, Ted Tarrant had been my teenage heart-throb. Before he’d become her romantic lead, he’d done a War of Independence swashbuckler where he’d played John Paul Jones, one of the world’s great seamen. That had sparked off a run of biopics: a supporting athlete in a movie about Roger Bannister, another one about cricket, and one where he was a round-the-world cyclist. The publicity was that he’d done all the stunts himself. It would be amazing to meet him.




    ‘Naturally,’ Mr Berg continued, ‘most of the film will be shot in Norway, but Mr Tarrant is keen to use Shetland as a location for the sailing scenes because Favelle is to do some publicity for your green energy firm there, Shetland Eco-Energy, and as we have links with them too we are happy to co-operate. You will know all about this, I am sure – there have been some objections to their proposed wind farm. Favelle is to publicise the importance of renewable energy.’




    It was the first I’d heard of it. I nodded, with the air of one who regularly talked wind farms at breakfast.




    ‘Hence the need for a longship that is already in Shetland. If the Stormfugl is usable then Mr Tarrant will get the outdoor shots he wants, and we will be saved a good deal of time and money. Now, your brief would be this: you’d recruit the skeleton crew necessary to get the boat fitted out, hire extras for the oarsmen, and be in charge of the sailing while the shooting is going on.’




     A pause, then he looked straight at me. ‘Tell me why you think you could do it.’




     Knowing that I could do it made me confident, and this time fortune favoured the bold, waning moon or waxing. By the end of the interview I’d got my first ship.




    If I’d been alone, I’d have turned a cartwheel on that thick ivory carpet. As it was, I smiled and thanked him, and walked demurely out into the street, only letting my face break into a broad grin when I was safely outside. I wanted to sing, wave, turn a cartwheel. I bought a bottle of bitter lemon from the next supermarket and swigged it straight away, then got out my mobile. Contacts, Anders, select. As it rang I could see him, very serious, green-boiler-suited, a smear of oil on his right cheek, a spanner in his left hand, fumbling the phone’s buttons.




    ‘Goddag?’




    ‘Anders? It’s Cass.’




    He was in his father’s Bildøy workshop, just behind the pontoon where Khalida was moored; clangs and drills reverberated behind him. ‘Yo, Cass.’




    ‘Can you meet me at Khalida this evening, after work? I’ve got a job for you.’




    A single-minded bloke, Anders was. ‘Is it your injectors again?’




    ‘Much more exciting. I’ll tell you when I see you – bye.’




    Mr Berg wanted me to go to Shetland as soon as possible and make him a full report of what needed to be done. I wasn’t going to take a plane when Khalida was waiting in her berth with her sails bent on. The restaurant would have to take three days’ notice. If Anders could make it, and if the forecast held, we’d leave on Wednesday.




    Shetland. Alain. If his ghost was going to haunt me, it would be there.




    I wasn’t going to think about that, nor about my dad, nor about the home I hadn’t seen for fourteen years. I was going back in triumph as the skipper of the Viking ship in a Hollywood film.




    My heart sang all the way to Bildøy. I’d have a command to my name. Never mind that she was a replica longboat that’d been wrecked and abandoned. She was the proof that I could do it. Superyachts in the Med, yachts to be delivered to the Caribbean, skipper of charter ships in Australia and New Zealand, now I’d be eligible for them all.




    There was no sign of Anders at the marina. I unlocked Khalida’s wooden washboards and clambered down the four steps into my little world, this eight-metre-long fibreglass hull, lined to window height with amber wood. My eyes danced at me in the brass-framed mirror. Maman’s moulded French cheekbones, Dad’s stubborn Irish chin. Dad’s curls on Maman’s glossy dark hair. Maman’s smooth skin, weathered to Dad’s brown complexion. The long scar across my left cheek was Alain’s legacy. Only the sprinkling of freckles across the bridge of my nose was my own.




    I’d broken free from Dad wanting me to go back to college and take the qualifications I’d thrown away in France, free from Maman’s wish to make a pretty girl out of me. I’d go back on my own terms.




    All the same, I wished Stormfugl had fetched up in Iceland.


  




  




  

    Chapter Two




    Of course I didn’t say all that to the inspector. ‘Mr Berg was impressed with my qualifications and gave me the job,’ I finished.




    DI Macrae nodded. There was a silence; I could feel his eyes on me. Then he fished a battered tin box out of his sporran, and opened it. Inside was a glinting of hooks and little weights, and a coil of clear nylon line. I watched, incredulous, as he chose a hook and weights, laid them on the table, took out the line, and put the box away again. ‘Tell me about your crew on this Viking boat.’




    His hands were busy on the line, distracting. He lifted his eyes, grey and sharp, waiting for me to reply. I looked away from the deft, brown fingers.




    ‘The engineer is Anders Johansen, who came over from Norway with me.’




    ‘An engine?’ The eyes that were so like Alain’s crinkled in a smile, and I wanted to howl in protest. ‘Not very authentic, surely.’




    Dear Lord, I wasn’t going to be coaxed by a ghost. ‘Inauthentic but safe,’ I replied. ‘The insurance company and I agreed on that.’




    ‘What’s he like, Mr Johansen?’




    ‘He’s not tall, about five foot seven, and compactly built,’ I said. ‘Blond hair, seaman’s beard, blue eyes, very good-looking.’




    ‘A ladies’ man?’ The old-fashioned phrase surprised a choke of laughter out of me. That’s what he’d meant to do; I saw a gleam of satisfaction in his eyes. ‘Yes?’




    Anders was my crew, to be protected against all comers. I gave my most annoying French shrug, the one railway officials or hotel clerks use when they’ve lost your booking and can’t be bothered to find it.




    DI Macrae nodded as if I’d spoken. ‘Why did you sign him up?’




    Easy one. ‘He’s a good engineer, and a keen sailor.’
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    We’d met when I’d first come to Norway, three years ago. Khalida’s engine had started making knocking noises. I’d tried the basics myself, but had had to concede that it was a professional job, and took it to the Johansen yard. Anders had fixed it, at speed and at a reasonable price, and so thoroughly that it didn’t go wrong again. Most impressive of all, he’d assumed I’d wanted to know what was broken. After that, I’d taken all mechanical problems to him and acted as second mechanic, repaying him with a sail out through the islands and into the North Sea. He’d developed a taste for wind power, much to his father’s disgust, passed his Day Skipper and Yachtmaster Theory qualifications, and was always keen to log up sea-miles for his practical. I hoped he’d jump at the chance of a trip to Shetland.




    I was just giving him up when I felt Khalida rock to steps on the pontoon, and looked out to see him approaching. His fair hair was hidden by a dark cap, and he was still wearing his green boiler suit. He paused by the cockpit. I saw a bulging movement at his right shoulder, then a pink nose whiffling out; the pet rat who accompanied him everywhere. I didn’t mind Rat at all. Apart from his unfortunate way with ship’s biscuits and nesting in the sails, he was far less bother than a dog. I opened the washboards.




    ‘Hi, Anders. What’re you doing, working this late?’




    ‘A fishing boat needed to be finished for tomorrow.’ He gave me a kiss on each cheek, French style. Most women got to the other side of the room at this point. Rat snuffled my cheek and leapt nimbly on to my shoulder, then swarmed down my front, tail hooked out for balance, and went off to investigate the bilges. He’d come back with his white patches oily, but that was Anders’ problem.




    ‘Now, beautiful Cass, how’s it going?’ A Frenchman might have got away with ‘belle Cassandre’ but it just sounded uncomfortable in Norwegian, like a ship tackling a cross tide. Then the nerd took over. ‘You said it wasn’t the injectors again.’




    ‘I’ve got a job,’ I said. ‘Have you time for a dram, to help me celebrate?’




    ‘I always have time for a dram,’ he said, grinning. He sat down on the couch that ran the length of Khalida’s starboard side, tilting his fair head back against the bookshelf to show off the tanned throat running down to muscular shoulders. Such a waste. I rose, fitted the little table between us, and took out two glasses and the boat’s bottle of whisky.




    ‘Khalida and I are off to Shetland,’ I said. ‘Two hundred miles of sea and sky.’




    ‘Single-handed?’




    ‘Could the yard manage without you?’




    ‘Now that fishing boat’s out of the way. The next job is a wooden yacht, giving her new decks. My father won’t need an engineer for that.’ Now his eyes were sparkling, and the would-be sophisticated banter was put to one side as he rose back to his actual age of twenty-six. ‘Two hundred miles, and there are always Norwegian boats going back and forward. That would leave me only – let me see, seven hundred to go.’




    ‘Could they do without you till mid-June?’




    ‘I’m not so sure about that.’ He grinned again, showing beautifully straight teeth. ‘I couldn’t do without money for a couple of months, Cass. Rat has to eat.’ Then he went back to being florid. I wondered if he lay awake at night thinking up compliments. ‘Not even for you, beautiful Cass. I must visit you at bedtime more often, if you are going to greet me with drink, and your hair loosened.’ I gave him a reproving, big sister look, which turned him practical again. ‘Unless you’re trying to soften me up. What’s this job, then?’




    ‘It’s a paid job, for a film company.’ He brightened. ‘How d’you fancy fitting an engine into a Viking longship?’




    His eyes lit up with more genuine enthusiasm than he’d managed for me. ‘What size of ship, Cass, what size of engine, and is it for main power or auxiliary? How fast does it need to go?’




    ‘She’s seventy-five feet long, and we don’t need a turbo charger,’ I said. ‘It’s for a range of fifteen miles at six or seven knots. It should be an easily driven hull.’ He made a face, unimpressed. ‘For all that, though, it needs to have enough power to get us out of trouble.’ Rat reappeared from the bilges. I lifted him off the floor before he left little oily footprints everywhere and set him on the table to inspect the dregs in Anders’ glass, whiskers twitching thoughtfully.




    Anders took the glass from him and considered, his eyes resting thoughtfully on Khalida’s little two-ring burner. Rat hitched himself up to the shelf and began washing his whiskers. ‘We might have just what you need. There’s a boat replacing its engine in the yard right now – the old one is good still, and it could be brought over by fishing boat.’




    ‘Is that a yes?’




    ‘And Rat can come too, of course?’




    ‘He’s completely your responsibility,’ I said. ‘No stealing the ship’s biscuits, no sleeping in the spinnaker bag, no falling overboard, and you explain him to the Customs if we see any.’




    Anders lifted his glass. ‘To the Viking longship’s beautiful skipper. I accept your job, with pleasure.’




    We shook hands on it. His palm was sticky with grease. He gave me a belated apologetic look, and wiped it on his overalls. ‘When do we leave?’




    ‘As soon as the wind’s right. As soon as we can. We’ve got a lot to do if we’re to fit out a half-derelict longship before mid-May.’




    He rose. ‘I’ll warn my father he’ll have to do without me until then. I’ll be ready to go from the day after tomorrow – no, not Sunday. On Monday.’




    ‘Thanks,’ I said.




    He raised a hand and shuffled away.
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    We set off a week later. I’d spent the time checking every inch of Khalida’s rig and stocking up with stores for the voyage. Anders arrived the night before, just after I’d got back from an evening God-speed Mass in St Paul’s. We had a bacon-and-egg supper together, and a perfunctory game of Scrabble in the burnished glow of the oil lamp. An erratic player, Anders; sometimes he’d plonk down the obvious, sometimes he’d brood for several turns, working towards some coup worth a zillion points. That was the nerd coming out. I wondered what he was like as a chess player. After that they both withdrew to the forepeak, behind their curtain, and made themselves at home. It was strange to have someone else aboard like that. I lay awake for a while, listening to his breathing and Rat’s scufflings, then willed myself to sleep.




    We motored out of the Bergen channel on the first of the ebb tide, then set our course almost due west, aiming for the centre of Shetland. Khalida could do five knots, making it a thirty-hour journey. For the daylight hours we kept two-hour watches, one of us above in the cold, the other below keeping warm and passing up hot cups of tea or coffee. The last grey slush of snow in the streets of Bergen was left behind, and the neon-lit clatter of the restaurant. I had Khalida’s tiller under my hand once more, the wind against my face, the smell of salt filling my nostrils, and the great saucer of pale-blue sea around me under the winter-fretted sky, and my heart sang to the murmur of the water.




    We passed our first oil rig just after six, as the sun sank down below the horizon in a glow of peach and pale rose. Anders took midnight till four while I slept, then I took over. Rat stayed to keep me company for a bit, like a plush neck-warmer, then whiffled his way back to his sawdust nest in the forepeak. The stars dazzled around the ribbon of the Milky Way, the sails were ghostly above me, and the waves surged below Khalida’s forefoot and broke gleaming-white at her beam. We sailed into the darkness until at last the first pale glow appeared on the bowl of sea behind us, and as it grew lighter I began to see a faint mistiness on the horizon, which thickened to a shape like the longship we were going to sail. From here Shetland seemed one island, over a hundred miles long, curving up at the south to the high cliffs of Sumburgh Head, and rising again to Hermaness at the north, with the snow-cone of Ronas Hill in the middle. When Anders came up with a breakfast cup of tea I set him to identifying lighthouses and checking our heading on my rather primitive GPS, while I double-checked the tides. Yell Sound at mid-tide was no place for a small yacht, but it was our quickest way through to the west side.




    ‘We’re just about right,’ Anders reported. ‘This course will take us exactly in, and we’re thirty miles off. Six hours.’




    ‘Slack tide three o’clock,’ I said. ‘Bang on.’




    Anders took over the steering, and I made us a bacon roll each, with an extra rasher for Rat, then went back down for another snatch of sleep. The water flowed at my ear like a lullaby, but for once I wasn’t soothed. Alain had been a Shetlander too, half-French, just like me. His father taught French in Mid Yell Junior High, and his mother was a born-and-bred Shetlander with a croft in the south of Yell. I’d written to them, and I should have visited, but I hadn’t known what I could say. I still didn’t know. Perhaps I could just stay around Brae, not go near the isles, and slide off before they even knew I was there.




    Yeah, right.




    When I woke, we were in Shetland waters. I made us a cup of soup and a sandwich each, then came up to look. We’d passed the Out Skerries now and the point of Henga Ness was off our starboard bow. The low heather hills were weathered chocolate brown, with camouflage patches of fawn grass. Lower still, the line of cottages followed the shore, each one set facing the sea in a vertical strip of field. The more recent road ran above the houses, down to the shop, and ended in a forecourt and petrol pump for the changed way of getting around. The shore glistened olive-brown with kelp thrown up in the March gales.




    We motored through Yell Sound at still water, dodged the high-speed ferries, and began the long run up the length of North Roe towards the top of Mainland. Now we were giving a cautious distance to spray-black cliffs, topped with fields of stones thrown up by the winter storms, and with pairs of kittiwakes white against grassy ledges slicing along the knobbled volcanic rock. Once we’d rounded the last cliff, topped by the Eshaness Light, we were nearly home; only eight miles to go, diagonally across St Magnus Bay.




    Below, Anders was twiddling the radio. A hiss of static resolved itself into a solo fiddle tune, one of the traditional airs with an aching melancholy that pulled me straight back into the world I’d been torn away from when Dad had accepted that job in the Gulf and I’d been sent to Maman. Oh, I could talk to my new French classmates, because Maman had always insisted I spoke French to her, but I didn’t have anything to say to them. They were land people, and I was plunged in among them like the selkie wife who’d lived as a seal among currents, suddenly married to an earthling and having to talk of supermarket prices and new sofas with the other wives. I’d made an effort at first; there’d been several nice-looking boys in the school that I’d pretended to fancy, and I’d gone shopping with the girls for short skirts and vest tops, but they’d known I was just pretending. They couldn’t understand that I was heartsick for the tide flowing past in jagged waves, the sucking noise of the breakers on the shore, the tell-tales fluttering white on Osprey’s red jib.




    When the fiddle tune ended and the announcer’s voice began – Mary Blance of Radio Shetland – a great wave of homesickness swept over me and the shore that curved away from us blurred. I blinked the tears away before Anders could see them, and flicked on my mobile phone.




    ‘Does the marina guide give a number for Brae?’




    I punched it in as Anders read it out. A Shetland voice answered, Magnie, who’d been one of my instructors when I’d been learning to sail. I found myself smiling and going automatically into my native tongue.




    ‘Magnie, is dis dee? It’s Cass, Cass Lynch, you mind me? I’m on my way home. Can you find a corner o’ dis new marina for a peerie yacht that’s come ower fae Norroway?’




    He gave a great roar of laughter. ‘Cass, well, for the love of mercy. Norroway, at this season? Yea, yea, we’ll find you a berth. Where are you?’




    ‘Comin’ round towards Muckle Roe. We’ll be wi’ you in twa hours.’




    ‘I’ll be waitin’ wi’ the lines,’ he promised.




    I laid down the phone to find Anders staring. ‘Is this Shetland dialect? You sounded as if you were speaking English with a Norwegian accent.’




    ‘Just about what it is,’ I agreed.




    ‘And what is “peerie”? I do not know this one.’




    ‘Small. A little boat.’ I unhooked the autopilot and set Khalida’s nose for the channel past Vementry Isle. Now I was in home waters, but I didn’t look up at the house I’d grown up in. That was enough memories raised. Khalida slid on past the island, and into the inlet that led to Brae, a two-mile-long inverted ‘U’ with a cluster of grey roofs at its end. I could have sailed up to the Boating Club blindfold. Magnie was standing there on the end of the dinghy pontoon, resplendent in an eye-catching Shetland gansey of the old-fashioned seaman’s type, a dull blue background with alternate vertical stripes of cable pattern and anchors in white. We paused to drop the mainsail and roll the jib away, then turned into the marina entrance and slipped into the berth he indicated.




    ‘Welcome home, lass,’ Magnie said, once we’d tied the last rope. ‘How are you doing? Here’s a swack young man you’ve brought wi’ you.’




    I introduced Anders, pointedly saying he was a friend who was crewing for me, and tried to put the kettle on, but Magnie was having none of it. He had a half bottle of Grouse in his pocket. ‘We need to toast you comin’ home at last.’




    The three of us squeezed into Khalida’s cabin. Magnie looked more tired, drawn about the face. I’d never thought much about ages when he’d been teaching us to sail; he was one of the adults, which simply put him in the ancient bracket. Now I guessed early sixties. His eyes were set in pouched eyelids, his cheeks as rosy as ever, but less round, his curly fair hair more tousled, but he still had his own air of cheery good humour, a man who was never too hurried to stop and have a yarn.




    ‘Here’s your good health.’




    He drained his half-glass of whisky straight off and poured himself another. My whisky burned as it went down. I leaned back against Khalida’s wooden shelf and let my breath out in a long sigh.




    ‘So, you’re come across to take over the Viking boat,’ Magnie said.




    I should have known better than to be surprised. Magnie showed rather yellow teeth in a broad grin. ‘You’re no’ forgotten me brother David works to the salmon farms at West Burrafirth, where the boat’s stored?’




    ‘Ah,’ I said.




    ‘I’m been expecting you this three days. I didna ken you were coming by boat, but I shoulda thought o’ it.’ He nudged Anders in the ribs. ‘Never went on the land when she could go by sea, our Cass. Now, you’ll be wanting a key to the clubhouse.’ He fished in his pocket and handed me a key with a wooden label marked “MARINA 1”. ‘You’ll see a few changes there. We had this inter-island games, oh, twa-three year ago, with money flowing like water to upgrade our facilities. You could hold a dance in the changing rooms now.’




    ‘Hot showers?’ I said.




    ‘Yea, yea. Underfloor heating, even. Now, I’ll leave you to settle in. You’ll maybe come along me later and tell me all the news wi’ you.’




    ‘I’ll do that,’ I promised.




    He swung himself over the guard rail and paused on the pontoon arm, his face reddening. He spoke with self-conscious formality. ‘I was sorry to read about your man’s death. That was a bad thing, a bad thing.’




    There was no condemnation in his face or his voice; these things happened at sea. Suddenly I realised I needn’t worry here about someone putting my name together with that old report in Yachting Monthly or the screaming headlines in the tabloids. The Shetland Times would have written a simple report, and everyone in Shetland would have read it. I couldn’t evade or pretend it had been someone else. For a moment the thought was terrifying, then liberating, as though I’d pulled clear of a tide race and was sailing free.




    Magnie nodded at me, raised a hand to Anders, and headed back along the pontoon to his car.




    ‘You don’t have drink-driving laws here in Shetland, no?’ Anders said, watching it pull slowly up the gravel slope by the clubhouse.




    ‘Oh, yes,’ I said. ‘We just don’t have many policemen.’


  




  




  

    Chapter Three




    

      Over DI Macrae’s shoulder, I could see the pier was swarming with police officials. I hoped Magnie would lie low till he’d pass the breathalyser. The inspector was entirely unruffled by my silences. He finished tying his line and lifted it up to let the hook dangle, scrutinising the knots against the light, then changed tack. ‘I believe you don’t get on well with your father, is that right?’




      ‘Not at all,’ I said. ‘I’ve just not been in Shetland recently. We speak regularly on the phone.’ The bills would prove that: twenty minutes a fortnight, or so.




      ‘You get on well with him, then.’ I didn’t reply. He made a loop around his finger, and drew it tight. ‘I’m sure you were hoping to see a bit of him while you were here, make up for the lost years.’




      ‘Of course.’




      ‘But not to stay at his house? It must have been pretty cold afloat in spring.’




      I gave the French shrug again. ‘Khalida is my home.’




      [image: ]





      We’d spent the next couple of days settling in. Anders was very impressed with Brae’s facilities; as the nearest town to the huge oil terminal of Sullom Voe, it had benefited even more than most. The original village of Brae could still be seen running along the ‘U’ of the shore: a number of small cottages, the stone-built manse and the kirk beside it, a large house that was now a B&B, the old school transformed into the community hall, and the former pier, shop, and post office, converted into houses. Behind the road that swooped around them were Norwegian-style wooden houses, council-owned, and a number of new houses; then, sprawling back to the hills, the little boxes that had earned Brae the name of ‘Toytown’. There was a population of over a thousand now, and no shortage of things for them to do.




      The Boating Club itself had originally been built for the men of the camp, and donated to the village. It stood slightly out of the main village, past the curve of the U. Back in the centre was the leisure centre, with its 16-metre swimming pool, fitness suite, gym, and squash court. The school was beside it. Brae children could go all the way from nursery to university applications under one roof. Up above the school were the care centre for the elderly and the astro-turf football pitch, handily beside the Mid Brae Inn. There was a fire station and police sub-office. There were even Britain’s most northerly takeaways: Frankie’s fish and chip shop and the Indian restaurant. I resolved to sample both while I was here.




      For those who preferred to cook their own, there were the garage shop and the local community-owned Co-op. I headed along to the garage for Shetland specialities like flaky water biscuits to be eaten with spread-on Lurpak and cheese, thick Voe oatcakes, and clove rock. The girl behind the till was new, but she turned out to be the peerie sister of a lass I’d been at school with, and the manageress remembered me fine. Then I called at the Brae Building Centre, which sold every tool and DIY aid known to man or even woman, and the owner greeted me as he’d done all through my sailing career, as if I’d never been away: ‘Well, now, Cass, is it that time of year already?’




      I laughed and nodded. ‘Next thing you know, the shalders’ll be back.’




      “Shalder” was the Shetland name for oystercatcher, a large dinner-suited wading bird with an orange beak. I used to know it was time to get the varnish out when I heard their ‘peep, peep, peep’ down at the shore.




      ‘Lass, they’re back already,’ Neil said. ‘They come in February now, the ones that bother to go at all. It’s this global warming. We hae geese overwintering an aa, and a fair mess they make o’ the parks. Folk’ll be getting the shotguns out, and having goose for their Christmas dinner.’




      ‘Sounds good,’ I said. ‘I’d better stay a bit longer, then.’




      ‘That’s your own boat that you brought over? Norroway, was it? You’ll no’ be after paint and varnish this time.’




      ‘Not for my boat,’ I agreed. I had no doubt at all he’d already been down to the marina for a good look at her. ‘I’m going to need gallons of everything for the longship, though. Can we do a deal for a bulk order?’




      ‘I think we likely can,’ he said, and prepared to haggle.




      After that, I went back twenty yards to the other Brae garage, where I’d helped out on Saturdays as a youngster. Bus transport in Shetland was only any use if you worked nine till five in Lerwick. I needed to buy a car. Hiring wasn’t an option, because for that you need to produce a driving licence. I could drive reasonably well at a sensible speed; that would have to do.




      ‘It only needs to last me three months,’ I told Angus, and he produced a white ZX that he’d got as part-exchange from someone upgrading to a Berlingo.




      ‘They’re very popular in Shetland, you can get six bales of hay or a dozen bags of peats in the back. I don’t know how many sheep, nobody’s mentioned that.’




      Naturally, the first thing Anders and I did once we had wheels was to inspect Stormfugl. She was bigger than I remembered, made of dark wood with a high, blind-headed prow, not the traditional long-nosed dragon, but a sinister head with an inner circle of a screaming, open-toothed mouth. She was much deeper than the Sea Stallion, her sides ten feet high as she sat on the ground, and there was a good deal of water sloshing about in her bottom; we let it out in a long, muddy stream and spent the next hour trying to shove a pen-knife into her timbers. All sound. She’d need new rudder hangings, and we’d go over the rigging, but there were no expensive repairs. I phoned the good news to Mr Berg and left Anders to organise his engine while I calculated quantities of anachronistic paint and varnish and talked to the chiefs of the nearest rowing clubs: Eid, Delting, and Northmavine.




      After that I’d no more excuses for avoiding a visit to the home of my youth. Three miles away. Fourteen years ago.
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