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Saturday 21st and Sunday 22nd March

Hotel Château Savigny, near Poitiers

Nearest tides at La Rochelle, fifty miles away

and not relevant to a woman in an evening gown

A Shetland Guddock

––––––––

Deep ida darkest eart’ I bide

Set dere by hauns lang turned ta bane

Yet haul me up ta light and fin’

A blaze o’ gold and precious stane.


Chapter One

––––––––

The last clear notes died away. There was a moment’s silence in the ballroom, then the applause burst out.On my right hand, Dad was grinning broadly, and you could have heard his clapping back home in Shetland. On my left, Gavin’s eyes shone. Before us, Maman led her cast in a bow, twice, a third time, then they filed out. The tumult died away; around us, the ladies in evening gowns and gentlemen in white bow ties rose, murmuring appreciation, and headed for the dining room, where we’d been promised champagne and canapes.

I’d had to borrow one of Maman’s dresses for this gala evening, an off-the-shoulder affair in dark green satin with enough skirt to make my Khalida a new spinnaker. Luckily my sailor’s tan had faded over the winter, but the petticoat kept tangling around my legs, and the low neckline kept my shoulders and back as straight as any sergeant major could want. Gavin gave me an amused look as I stood up, and offered his arm. I took it gratefully, and leant on it while I kicked the layers of skirt away, eased my feet back into the heeled shoes and took an unsteady step. I supposed Victorian ladies had learned to live with this kind of thing.

‘You look amazing,’ Gavin said consolingly.

‘Amazing is as amazing does,’ I muttered. ‘How Maman ever managed to sing in this beats me.’ I clutched the skirt in both hands to squeeze out between the chairs and gained the wide hall at last. A cool breeze blew in from the open doorway, and I steered Gavin towards it. The crush was heading the other way; we had the terrace to ourselves. I leaned against the wide stone lintel and took a long breath.

The hum of voices was lost behind us, replaced by the silence of the starry night and the splashing of the fountain in the centre of the courtyard. We were in the most romantic of French fairy tale châteaux, a rectangular facade of white stone, encrusted with mouldings around the square doorway and above the lines of windows. The grey roof was adorned with tall, pointed dormer windows and dunce-capped turrets, two from the towers each side of the doorway, and one on each corner. You expected to hear the hum of a spinning wheel. The flight of steps to the terrace was lit with flambeaux, and the sweep of gravel twinkled with pots of bushes entwined with fairy lights. Below the stone balustrade, the lake glinted. It was very beautiful and completely fake; an Edwardian fantasy castle now turned into a luxury hotel, with Maman and her troupe in a semi-staged version of Hippolyte et Aricie as the star attractions for its reopening.

For an opera, the plot was simple. Theseus (bass) had just conquered his enemies, and ordered Aricia (soprano, Maman), the last of their royal house, to be a priestess of Diana. Aricia was in love with Theseus’ son, Hippolytus (tenor) – cue touching love duet in Diana’s temple. As Phaedra, Theseus’ second wife, started the ceremony, Aricia protested she was being dedicated against her will – appearance of Diana (soprano), to roll of piano chords, to refuse an unwilling priestess. A messenger (Theseus in a different cloak) then came to announce that Theseus had been taken down to the Underworld, to rescue his friend (large piece of story cut, to keep it suitable for a five-person touring company). Believing him dead, Phaedra declared her love for Hippolytus, who resisted her – at which point Theseus returned. Hippolytus (being a gentleman) didn’t explain what had really happened, but Phaedra’s confidante, Oenone (Diana without the headdress) told him that Hippolytus had made advances to Phaedra. Theseus called down Neptune’s vengeance (another piece cut). Final act: Hippolytus and Aricia had just sung another love duet in Diana’s grove, when a sea monster (accompanist working overtime to make up for missing stage effects) appeared and apparently swallowed him. Aricia swooned. Phaedra reappeared, having confessed all to Theseus, and committed suicide. Theseus learned from Neptune (cut again) that Hippolytus was not really dead, but that he would never see him again, and departed with a last sorrowful aria. Diana reunited Aricia with Hippolytus. It was a happy ending, as Greeks go.

‘It was odd having the older couple as the young lovers,’ Gavin said. ‘But as soon as your mother sang, I forgot all about her age. She even looked seventeen again.’

‘Sometime I’ll show you a photo of her really seventeen. She was gorgeous, with this ripple of hair all down her back.’

‘Like yours, right now.’

Maman’s dresser had taken one look at my usual plait, muttered French imprecations and brushed it out, then pinned it with little diamanté stars. I didn’t dare shake my head, for fear it would all come undone.

‘In fact,’ Gavin said, stepping back to admire me, ‘you look like you’ve come out of an Edwardian painting. All you need is an ostrich plume fan.’

I’d been offered a fan, and as the ballroom had heated up I’d been sorry I’d refused it. ‘You look like a Victorian portrait. The Highland chieftain.’

His scarlet tartan kilt and horsehair sporran had attracted several admiring glances from ladies in the audience. He wore his black jacket, with Bonnie Prince Charlie’s silver button sewn firmly opposite the top buttonhole, and the dagger in his stocking had a yellow Cairngorm stone in the handle.

‘Victorian chieftains had the bonnet with the eagle’s feather. I don’t rank one of those. We’re youngest sons of youngest sons.’ He bowed, and held out his hand. ‘A waltz, mademoiselle?’

‘We’re mad,’ I said, but the combination of fairy tale castle and acres of green silk was stirring dramatic instincts I didn’t realise I had. We walked down, steps matching, and waltzed round the outside of the terrace, from window-square to shadow, light, darkness, light, steps crunching on the gravel, his arm warm around my waist, my skirt swooshing as it swung. Inside the brightly lit windows, there was applause as the singers came out, and we stopped to look: Maman on Hippolyte’s arm; Phaedra with Theseus; and the musical director bringing in Diana/Oenone. ‘We’d better go in. Maman will be looking for me.’

His arm tightened around me. We kissed, and I felt my heart racing at the warmth of his body, with only my silk bodice and his cotton shirt between us. His breathing had quickened. ‘I was wondering,’ he murmured into my hair, ‘if I could persuade you to come and visit me in my flat in Inverness before you head for Norway.’

‘No parents.’ I considered it. ‘No mast.’

He held me away to look at me quizzically. ‘Flats don’t generally have masts.’

I knew I was blushing. ‘They sway as the boat rocks.’ It was impossible to have a private sex life in a marina.

It was hard to tell in the moonlight, but I thought his cheeks were colouring too. ‘It has a very comfortable rectangular bed.’

Khalida’s double berth (such as it was) was in the forepeak, and V-shaped. I tried to sound matter-of-fact. ‘Or we could meet up in Norway, between voyages.’ In less than two weeks I was heading for the third mate/navigator berth I’d been offered aboard my favourite tall ship, the Norwegian, square-rigged Sørlandet. A squiggle of excitement wormed through me at the thought, and Gavin’s arm tightened around me.

‘You’re running away to sea. I can feel you leaving, every time you think of your Sørlandet.’

‘You wait till you see her. She’s beautiful.’ But he was right. Already, the land was retreating. In my head, I was standing with my hands on that metre-wide wheel, with the white sails arching, tier after tier, and the shoosh of the waves under her stern, and the shining sea-road before me.

Gavin’s voice was serious. ‘Don’t leave me behind.’ I understood what he meant; he wanted me to take him with me inside my head, to text and phone and write letters, and I knew that I wanted to, but I also knew how far away he would be, once there was nothing but the world of the ship, dwarfed by the immensity of sea and sky, once I was back in the rhythm of living aboard.

I lifted my hand to touch his cheek. ‘I won’t always be able to keep you in my head on board, but you’ll be the first person I phone as land comes in sight. Promise.’

We kissed once more, then went back inside to the heat. ‘Maman! You were wonderful.’

Maman shrugged the compliment away with one elegant shoulder. Her dark eyes, made huge by the sweep of mascara, were shining. The cast had remained in costume; she wore Aricia’s white tunic, floor length, bound criss-cross over her breasts with ribbon, and decorated with a jangle of tiny gold beads: a necklace; earrings; and bracelets. Her hair was piled up above a gold fringe whose ends curved over her brow, and dangled down to her shoulders. There was something familiar about it, a black and white image tugging at my memory.

‘It was a good start to our tour, and for Vincent’s hotel.’ She turned to the man on her other side. ‘You remember Vincent Fournier, of course, from Shetland? He worked with your father in the early days at BP.’

I vaguely remembered him from my childhood: those ice-blue eyes set under heavy lids in his tanned face, and the dark hair standing up above his broad brow. He had to be in his early sixties now, a James Dean who’d lived to grow old. It was the charm that I remembered best, coming from him in waves still.

‘Cass! What a pleasure to see you again. You’ve grown up a beauty.’ His eyes ignored thebullet scar that bisected my right cheek. ‘Look at these cheekbones, and your mother’s lovely hair. What are you doing with yourself these days?’

He drew me over to the drinks table and gave me exactly five minutes of intense attention before making his excuses and moving to greet a film-star blonde. Out of interest, I listened.

‘Julie! It’s been ages. What a pleasure to see you again, and looking like a million dollars. How good of you to make time to come. What are you doing with yourself these days?’

I grimaced wryly into my champagne glass, and wondered if Maman had ever been taken in by his charm. I wasn’t quite sure where I’d put him on a ship; he’d be better on shore, charming sponsors and organizing shore receptions. He seemed to be entirely at home in this opera milieu, the rich clientele his hotel was aimed at. I looked around, and was glad I had only a small yacht to maintain. The refurbishment must have cost a packet: the moulded cornice and carved fireplace had been repainted, the ceiling was hung with new-looking chandeliers in the antique style, and the windows were draped with acres of opulent red velvet held back with tasselled gold cords. The nibbles included twists of smoked salmon and dabs of caviare on puff pastry. But, I concluded, listening to him doing his spiel to a suited businessman in mirror shades, he would expect to make a profit. He wouldn’t be doing it otherwise.

Gavin echoed my thoughts. ‘Is he an opera enthusiast?’

I remembered I was drinking M. Fournier’s champagne. ‘He’s been a friend of Maman’s for years, from when I was growing up, so he probably is. He negotiated the Scottish venues.’ I looked over at him schmoozing his clients. ‘And it’s wonderful publicity for his hotel.’

I tried to remember what Maman had said about how he’d organised her tour. He’d gone from Sullom Voe to be business consultant for the National Trust for Scotland – that was it – and so when Maman had talked of a tour, he’d got back to his former colleagues and persuaded them to use her company as advertisement for their stately homes. They’d shared advertising costs, with a photo of the company superimposed on the various baronial piles, and even run a TV trailer with a soundtrack of Maman singing –spending to bring in, and it had worked. The tour was a sell-out, with a waiting list for even the most remote venues, like Castle Fraser and Haddo House, each a forty-minute drive out into the wilds of Aberdeenshire, Cawdor Castle in Inverness-shire, or Broughton House, right down in the bottom left corner of Scotland, looking across the Solway at the English shore.

They’d had a bit of luck too. The promising young mezzo that Maman had suggested for Phaedra two years before, at the planning stage, had suddenly become the latest celeb singer, whose face was so plastered over the newspapers that even I recognised her. Kamilla Lange, she was called, blonde and pretty, with a round, dimpled face, huge blue eyes framed by spiky dark lashes, and a swirl of curls held back by a diamanté clip. She was constantly in motion, like a swarm of tropical fish, facing forward to gaze at the person she was talking to, then turning her head to toss a smile over her bare shoulder. Everything about her glittered like a jewel box under the chandeliers: her hair; her earrings; the sequins on the scarlet tunic that curved across her cleavage and fell in folds on her lower back. I realised now, close up, that it was one of those stage costumes with a net back and front, but from the audience it had looked daringly sexy, as if one pin pulled out would have the whole dress falling at her sandalled feet.

‘Austrian,’ Maman had said, ‘from a village halfway between Vienna and Graz, and determined to become a star.’ She’d smiled at me. ‘Almost as ambitious as I was, my Cassandre, her career is her whole life.’ A shrug. ‘It is the way of the world these days. When I was young it was enough to sing very well. Now, these young singers, they must sing very well and be sexy on the cover of the album as well. They must party, and be seen by the papers, and tweet, and Facebook, and all these other things I am very glad I escaped, because nowadays it is fame that sells tickets.’ She almost managed to sound convincing. ‘I just hope that the fans who have bought tickets realise that Hippolyte et Aricie is a serious opera.’

Even as I watched, Kamilla swept an arm through that of the young American who’d sung Theseus, and handed her phone to someone else to snap them together. She pouted up at him, eyes inviting, but his smile was pure professional charm, and his arm didn’t go round her waist. A moment uploading, and the shot was whizzed – I presumed – round her followers. Theseus took the chance to slip away, and his place was instantly taken by Hippolytus. It was funny, I reflected, how the young lovers, Hippolytus and Aricia, were played by the older couple, Maman and this Adrien Moreau, with Theseus and Phaedra, the older couple in the story, being played by a pair in their early twenties.

‘Schliemann,’ Gavin said in my ear. ‘Helen of Troy.’ I turned to give him a blank look, and he tilted his chin towards Maman, with her dark hair piled up in the gold headdress. The photo I’d half-remembered became clear in my memory: a sepia photo, with Schliemann’s wife decked in the jewels he’d found. ‘Of course! I was wondering why it looked so familiar. The designer must have copied the real ones.’

‘If they were ever real in the first place,’ my policeman said. ‘He found them during everyone else’s lunch break, and smuggled them off the site.’

‘Wasn’t that because anything he found was the property of the Turkish government?’

‘Maybe. But in my experience, archaeologists are keen to get a find verified in every possible way. Do you suppose it’s real gold? I don’t see your maman wearing cheap imitations.’

‘Maybe a museum let them have the originals.’

Gavin snorted. ‘Not unless she has very good friends in the Kremlin. They went to Russia after World War II.’

I laughed at him. ‘Where do you pick up these bits of information?’

‘Quiet night shifts in front of the History channel.’

Maman descended on us once more, sweeping Theseus with her. ‘Cassandre, I want you to meet Caleb. Caleb, my daughter, Cassandre.’

She dropped him in front of us and was gone again, leaving him standing in front of me, staring incredulously. Then he gave me an intense, admiring look and bowed over the hand I’d put out for him to shake. ‘Mademoiselle Cassandre. Enchanté.’

Dammit, I was blushing again. I wasn’t used to this. I did sailing clothes in practical scarlet Gore-Tex with triple-taped seams and wrist velcro, not shoulders-bare evening dress and hair sparkling with little stars. His voice said American, living in France. I switched the conversation to practical English.

‘Pleased to meet you. I’m Cass.’ I gestured to Gavin. ‘Gavin Macrae.’

The men nodded at each other, then Caleb turned back to me. ‘Eugénie’s English daughter?’

‘Bilingue,’ I admitted. Part of my embarrassment was because Maman’s Theseus was drop-dead gorgeous, with tousled brown hair, designer stubble, green eyes under level brows, and a straight nose above chiselled lips. He was wasted on the classical tunic and breastplate; he should have been in a topcoat and breeches for some torrid Regency bodice-ripper. Alas for opera directors, he was a bass, which meant his romantic looks were wasted on doctors, lawyers and the occasional god. He was heading for six foot tall, and substantial. Singing, his barrel chest had produced a booming voice which would have carried to the topmast against a force ten. His speaking voice had the same quality, and would be trying in a smaller space. ‘Where are you from?’

‘Canada originally, but my folks moved to Portland when I was a kid. I currently live in Paris – gee, I’ve only been away a week, rehearsing here, and I’m homesick for it already. You seen Paris in the spring? It’s my favourite time.’ His eyes flicked across to Maman. ‘Your mother showed me round when I arrived. That was spring too, and I’d never seen anything so grand. Right now the whole area round Notre Dame’s just filled with cherry blossom. The whole city’s dressed up like a candy store getting wed.’ He returned his attention to me. ‘I never knew Eugénie had a daughter. She doesn’t look nearly old enough. You must be twenty, twenty-two, right?’

I’d been thirty last birthday, but I didn’t want to spoil Maman’s night by giving her age away. ‘Thereabouts.’

‘But you don’t live here in France.’

‘I live aboard a yacht. Just now she’s moored in Shetland.’

He smiled. ‘Ready to meet us during the tour, right?’

I shook my head. ‘I’m finishing my college course.’

For some reason that startled him. He took a step backwards from me. ‘You live in Shetland?’

‘I grew up there.’ His eyes had gone blank, but his mouth moved, as if he was calculating something. ‘My dad was an oil worker, in the early days of the Sullom Voe terminal.’

‘Gee, well ...’ He made a desperate recover. ‘That’s neat. What are you studying?’

‘Deck Officer of the Watch. I’m joining my ship in two weeks.’

‘You’re in the navy?’

I shook my head. ‘A commercial sailing ship, who takes paying passengers.’

‘So you’re from Shetland. You’ll surely know everyone else on the island.’

‘Hardly,’ I said, ‘in a population of twenty-two thousand. I know most of the folk around Brae.’

His green eyes flashed at that, then narrowed, veiling his expression. His smile returned; he spoke heartily. ‘I’m sure looking forward to that part of the tour. I’ve seen photographs, you know? It sure looks pretty.’

‘It’s very bonny,’ I agreed. ‘It’s just starting to be spring. By the time you arrive, there will be crocuses everywhere, and the first daffodils.’

He snatched at the opening. ‘In Paris, they’re out right now, in tubs all along the Seine, and in every little square of grass.’ He grimaced. ‘In Portland, Oregon, it’s warm, but it’s still raining. You know Portland?’

‘I’ve never made it to Oregon.’

‘City of roses, beer and coffee. Our unofficial slogan is “Keep Portland Weird”.’

‘Weird in what way?’ I asked cautiously. Opera singers were all weird, I reckoned, due to spending too much time in an emotionally overcharged atmosphere, but not in ways a city would normally adopt.

‘Voodoo doughnut shop,’ Caleb offered. ‘A 24-hour church of Elvis.’

‘Weird,’ I conceded.

‘We opted outa the JTTF also. Back when I was in High School.’

I gave him a blank look.

‘The Joint Terrorism Task Force. Gives the FBI and the CIA and the police and the government the right to spy on everyone. Our city chambers reckoned it was a threat to civil liberties.’

I began to like the sound of Portland, Oregon. The UK government was currently working on proposals that meant anyone leaving the country had to e-mail their plans and port of arrival beforehand, whereas the whole point of sailing was that you departed ‘towards’, but the wind meant you didn’t necessarily arrive there.

He gave that little bow and admiring look again. ‘Forgive me, I need to circulate. All these people are backers, so we artistes got to be nice to them.’

I watched him go, smiling here, bowing there. ‘Well now. What do you suppose that was about?’

‘A Shetland connection he wants to keep quiet?’ Gavin checked a programme left lying on a chair. ‘Caleb Portland. You’d need to find out his real name.’

I reverted to Shetlandic ‘Boy, he’ll be an Anderson, a Georgeson or a Tait. Me pal Magnie’ll ken aa about him, right back to the fifteenth generation. You wait and see.’
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Sunday, 22nd March.

My cousin Thierry ran Gavin and me to the station the next morning in his ancient Citroën. We’d have liked to stay longer, but Gavin was due back for the start of a trial, and I had my last days of college and final exams. I was wedged in the front with several bags of dog food, which were stored there to stop them being pre-eaten, and Gavin shared the back with two hen-crates stowed ready for impulse buys at the next Lencloître fair.

We were there first, and watched Maman’s company arrive. The musical director and accompanist were next. I hadn’t met the MD yet, but I knew Charles, who had been Maman’s accompanist for all of her solo career. He was short, with large brown eyes like a spaniel, a drooping moustache, and a harassed expression. Caleb Portland was after them, laden with a scarlet backpack that dangled walking boots and a water bottle, then the soprano who’d sung Oenone/Diana.

Fifteen minutes to go. The tenor, Hippolytus, and Kamilla shared a taxi; I gathered she wasn’t best pleased about that, for her immaculately lipsticked mouth pouted downwards, until she got out of the car, and saw several reporters and a camera waiting. Suddenly she was all smiles. The tenor produced a cellophane-wrapped bouquet, and she posed with it on the station steps, explaining in prettily accented French that she had adored being here in Poitiers, and hoped to return. Well, well, I thought, and wondered how Maman would counter this upstaging. Meanwhile, Hippolytus had brought her bags in – an enormous pink suitcase and matching flight case – and the moment she’d clocked that they were there, she turned her back on him. He looked around, as if he was too busy for her, spotted us, and came over.

Close to, Adrien Moreau was older than his publicity photos suggested. He’d worn a blond wig for Hippolytus, and his own dark hair was starting to recede at the temples, giving him a Shakespeare forehead. I hadn’t quite forgotten, as I had with Maman, that he was approaching fifty. Pretty soon he’d lose the battle to keep his flat stomach, and I suspected that if his beard was allowed to grow, there’d be grey hairs in it, although his eyebrows were still dark above his flashing eyes. He had that air of complacency born of knowing that good tenors are rare, and get the best parts.

‘Cassandre! I didn’t manage to speak to you at the party last night,’ he said. He kissed me on both cheeks twice, as if we were old friends.‘Eugénie’s told me all about her sailor daughter.’ He shook Gavin’s hand and went into perfect English. ‘Great to meet you.’ He turned back to me, and returned to French. ‘How did you enjoy the show?’

As a sulky teenager who’d blamed everything theatrical for having torn me from my Shetland home, I’d refused to play this game, but I was on my best behaviour now. ‘It was marvellous.’ It was easier to be enthusiastic in French. ‘Particularly the love duets – those were exquisite. And your scene with Phaedra, where she declared her love, and you renounced your kingdom, that was so dramatic.’

‘Yes, I thought that went well. I was a bit worried about my top notes beforehand.’ He touched his throat. ‘This season, you know, the last of the winter cold.’

‘Oh, no, you sounded perfect. You and Maman together –’ I ran out of gush, and compensated with a swirl of both hands.

‘And didn’t she look magnificent!’ He gave me the full wattage of his dark eyes. ‘My father created her jewellery, based on Schliemann’s finds.’

‘It looked wonderful,’ I agreed.

‘There’s a family connection there – my own great-grandfather was a friend of his, and even saw Sophia in them, so we’ve always taken an interest.’

I nodded, and dodged further info. ‘Are you looking forward to the tour?’

‘Ah, Scotland!’ He turned back to Gavin. ‘My people used to have a place up there.’ I suddenly realised that in spite of the brooding Russian good looks and French name, he was actually English. ‘We’d go up at the end of the summer, round about the time of the Braemar gathering. Magnificent scenery. I’m looking forward to seeing it again.’

‘It will be wonderful,’ I said. I glanced up at the clock. Ten minutes to. ‘Maybe we’d better ...?’

He nodded and went back to his luggage. ‘I know,’ I soothed Gavin. ‘Ninety per cent of Scotland in foreign ownership. I didn’t realise he was English, did you?’

‘Oh yes. Just the cut of his suit says English wealth and privilege.’ Gavin looked towards Adrien, eyes resting thoughtfully on his golf bag. ‘I’ve never had much to do with singers. Are they all so insecure?’

‘It’s a funny world.’ I thought about it for a moment. At sea, having made it to the right port was your certificate of success. ‘They need to be told how wonderful they were.’ I’d done a year of Maman concerts, before I’d got to my sixteenth birthday, and put my long-planned running away to sea into operation. ‘Tenors are the worst.’

‘I just can’t wait to get to Shetland,’ the dark girl beside me said. I turned to look at her properly. She was the company ‘bit player’, the soprano who’d sung the goddess Diana, and Phaedra’s confidante Oenone. Bryony Blake, that was her name. She was my age, with a pukka English voice that conjured up childhood pony clubs, ballet lessons and Girl Guide camps. Her face would have been a perfect oval except for the pointed chin. She had cat-narrow eyes under the perfectly plucked brows, and her lipstick was neon-pink against her creamy skin. Her clothes were arty, a bottle-green velvet skirt that swirled round her ankles, and an Edwardian jacket, but they lacked the star panache that made Maman so instantly recognisable. I couldn’t have said what was wrong, but the effect was charity shop rather than Chelsea.

‘You know Shetland?’ I asked.

She shook her head. ‘But I loved the Simon King diaries, on the telly, and the detective stories. Too, too thrilling – so dark and sinister.’

‘It’s spring now. The nights are lightening.’ Some days it was even starting to feel warm, though I was still wearing full sailing thermals on board Khalida, and Cat was showing no signs of shedding any of his thick winter coat.

‘The landscape looked too pretty, in the diaries. Is it true that fishing is still a more important industry than the huge oil terminal?’

I nodded. Between them, the pelagic boats, whitefish boats and salmon and mussel farming brought in three times what Sullom Voe did.

‘I just adore seafood. I must try some while we’re up there. Are there good restaurants?’

‘Several. Where are you eating up in Unst, do you know?’

She shook her head. ‘Darling, I just sing when Per points at me. I don’t need to know anything else.’

I’d seen Maman’s tour folder, with dates, hotels and travel times. It had been issued to all the company, but presumably reading it didn’t fit in with Bryony’s artistic persona. ‘I’m sure they’ll offer you local dishes. Our lamb is wonderful too.’

Seven minutes to go. Just as the MD looked at his watch, and Charles made a soothing gesture with his expressive hands, a long-nosed black Bentley slid to a halt outside the station doors and Maman stepped out, entirely unflurried, and with a bouquet twice the size of Kamilla’s crooked in one elbow. This was her local press: she greeted some by name, kissed others, and gave the flowers to the cameraman, whose wife, I gathered, had just come out of hospital. She kissed him on both cheeks, then came to do the round of bonjours in the station, ignoring the ticking clock. Dad led the procession to the platform; Maman set foot on it just as the rapide drew to a halt, and continued her conversation with the tenor as she walked to the exact place on the platform where our carriage had stopped. ‘But, Adrien, you do not play golf!’

‘My dear Eugénie, you haven’t seen me play golf, which is a completely different thing. It isn’t possible to go to Scotland and not play golf. We have one gig near St Andrews, remember.’ He motioned Maman before him, then hoicked his golf bag up into the train and followed her. ‘Now, our seats ...’

Gavin gestured me in before him, and we slid neatly into our places, which gave us a grandstand view of Kamilla realising she was beside Adrien, noticing that put her back-on to the engine, and explaining with a flurry of apologies that she would feel sick facing that way, she must change, if Bryony would be so kind ... Bryony shrugged, and obliged, and Caleb made a face at the window while Kamilla was re-ordering her flowers, water bottle and magazines. Her smiling face filled the cover of the one on top, beneath the headline “KAMILLA: my beauty secrets”. I noticed Bryony giving it a sour glance, and sympathised. Luck and blonde prettiness had catapulted Kamilla into star status while Bryony, a few years older, was still just one of dozens of good sopranos in bit-roles. Maman gave her white wool coat and black hat to Dad, to put on the rack, and slid into her place without even looking at the seat number or smoothing down her black travelling dress.

‘Good style takes work,’ Gavin murmured. ‘Your mother must have memorized the coach and seat number beforehand, to sweep in so beautifully.’ His gaze moved to Adrien, then back to the golf bag. I could see him trying to calculate what clubs were in it.

‘But, Gavin,’ I murmured, ‘you do not play golf.’

‘How do you know?’

Fair enough. ‘There weren’t any clubs lying around in your hallway, at the farm.’

‘You’re forgetting my Inverness flat. I’m a member of the Inverness Golf Club.’ He smiled, and conceded, ‘I’m not much good though.’ His gaze went back to the bag, then moved thoughtfully to Adrien’s dark head.

‘Penny for them?’

‘At a guess, I’d say the minimum of clubs, as camouflage, and a metal detector.’

My mouth dropped open. ‘A ...?’

Gavin nodded. ‘Under the dark hood. It’s too big to be anything else.’

‘But why should he bring one of those on a singing tour?’

We found that out once we reached the airport. “Viking treasure found in Shetlands!” screamed the newspapers, above a picture of something gold gleaming through earth. “Cache worth half a million! Second Viking cache! Finds of huge archaeological significance.”
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Deep ida darkest eart’ I bide

Set dere by hauns lang turned ta bane

Yet haul me up ta light and fin’

A blaze o’ gold and precious stane

... a hoard of treasure.

Monday, 23rd March

Tide Times at Scalloway, UT

Low Water04.44, 0.4m;

High Water11.08, 1.7m

Low Water17.10, 0.4m

High Water23.34, 1.6m

––––––––

Sunrise06.01

Moonrise07.14

Sunset18.22

Moonset23.10

Crescent moon

What I wis, I amna,

What I am, you ken na,

Dem at loved me, think o’ me;

Yet dem at see me shrink fae me.


Chapter Two

––––––––

Naturally, my friend Magnie knew all about it. ‘Two Viking hoards,’ he said, as he drove me the five miles from Lerwick, where the airport bus had dropped me, over to Scalloway, on the west of Shetland, where I’d left my Khalida.

He was in his late sixties, Magnie, with fair curly hair and rosy cheeks. He’d been a seaman all his life, starting aged fourteen as a deckhand in the last years of the South Atlantic whaling, then in smaller boats around Shetland before he officially retired and took over running the junior sailing at the boating club. He’d put his best gansey on to meet me, knitted by his late mother in alternate bands of blue Fair Isle pattern and blinding white.

‘Where?’ I asked.

‘Unst. It’s the first treasure they’ve found here since the St Ninian hoard, back in 1958, that they took straight to the Edinburgh museum and never gave back.’ He snorted. ‘Except for kindly “loaning” it to open the new museum here.’

I’d seen the replicas of the St Ninian’s Isle treasure, enamelled silver bowls and belt buckles. ‘Wasn’t the St Ninian treasure Pictish, hidden from the Vikings?’

‘That it was, lass. These new finds are Viking, right enough. There’re armbands, rings, brooches, clips, along with silver ingots that they used for money and a purse o’ actual coins, gold ones. The museum folk are right excited.’

‘They would be.’

His car rattled down the hill past the golf course, over the mile-wide neck of land between the North Sea and the Atlantic, and around the curve. Now the west was spread before us: the grey roofs of Scalloway, dominated by the ruins of Earl Patrick’s castle, a red stone Scottish example of the fairy tale château where Maman had sung. Behind it, the sky glimmered blue on the water. The hills were still winter fawn, but the road verges showed the first blue-green haze of new grass, and as we came down into the town and along the main street the gardens were bordered with white and purple crocuses.

‘I put your cat to the boat, and left your engine running,’ Magnie said, forgetting Vikings for matters of more immediate importance. He’d been looking after Cat over the weekend.

‘How did he get on with your Tigger and Siam?’

‘There was a war on. I had to keep him in the shed, poor beast, shut in, I was that faerd he would escape and try to walk back to Scalloway. But he’s waiting for you on board now, safe and sound.’

The car drew up in front of the marina, handily situated right beside the North Atlantic Fisheries College, where I’d been studying since August. As I got out, I spotted a grey shadow crouched against the gatepost, and called him. ‘Cat! I’m home.’

He detached himself from the dimness and trotted towards me, tail held high. I crouched down to make a fuss of him. He was nine months old now, my Cat, and had grown from a scrawny kitten to a beauty: grey fur faintly striped with palest grey; neat white paws; and a great plume of a tail with a pale underside. I opened the gate and motioned Magnie before me. ‘Come and get a cup of tea, and tell me all the gossip.’

‘Lass, you’re only been away a weekend, there’s no much happened in that time.’

‘There’s this treasure.’ I opened the washboards of my Khalida, paused in the cockpit to enjoy a long breath of salted air, then descended the three steps that fronted the engine. Home.

She was a small yacht for these days, my Khalida, only eight metres from bow to stern, but she was a tough little sea boat, and I’d taken her from the Med to Norway, then across to Shetland. Next week, with weather, I’d be sailing her to Kristiansand. I lit the lantern, and the wooden bulkheads and fiddles sprang to life, brown veined with gold warming the white fibreglass of her roof. Her cabin was just over two metres across, with a central aisle. To port were the chart table, two-ring cooker and sink; opposite, the long couch was cushioned in seamanlike navy and bisected by a little prop-legged table that was put away at sea. The hanging locker and heads – a pump-action toilet – were past the first wooden bulkhead, and behind the second was the pointed forepeak, with its vee-berth and anchor chain running up to the hawser pipe on the foredeck.

I put the kettle on and reached for the biscuit tin. ‘Come on, then, tell me all about it.’

Magnie settled back into the corner. ‘Well, it was Keith Sandison as found the first cache. You’ll likely no’ ken him, he’s a piece older as you, but younger as me. He’s a far-oot cousin on me mother’s side.’ He paused to consider. ‘He was starting at the fishing when I left on my third voyage to South Georgia. He’ll be just about sixty.’

I set his tea in front of him, a good mahogany colour, the way his late mother had made it, then sat down myself on the warm engine-box cover. Cat jumped into my lap, made a circle, and settled down, purring.

‘Thanks to you.’ He took a swig, helped himself to a ginger nut, broke it into three pieces using his elbow, and continued. ‘So, Keith has a croft just above Underhoull – that’s one o’ the Viking sites. Someone gave him this metal detector gadget for his Christmas, and he looked round the house and found nothing, then when the weather bettered, he took it a sweep over his parks, and when he came to this particular spot it went crazy. So he got his spade, and began to dig, and not a foot below the grass he found this pot. Well, he kent he shouldna disturb archaeological items, but he was that eager to find out what he’d got that he went on and dug it up, there and then, and wrapped it in a bit o’ sacking and carried it home and dumped it on the kitchen table.’

Magnie’s weathered face broke into one of his rare grins. ‘His wife, Maggie, she had a good deal to say about that. And when he’d shut up her sharging, and cleaned a bit o’ the earth off, he opened the pot up, and there was the treasure, all wrapped in cloth. Gold rings, like I said, and silver, and armbands, and a most beautiful worked cross, and brooches.’ He glanced around, as if someone might be listening, and lowered his voice. ‘His wife keepit the bonniest for herself, but dinna tell the archaeologists  that. And this leather purse o’ coins, silver and gold.’

‘Amazing.’

‘So he took photos o’ it all, then he phoned the archaeologist, Val Turner, and she came to have a look. They were just dealing wi’ it quietly, no publicity. But Maggie mentioned it to her neighbour, and it got known round Unst, then this two young boys decided they’d have a go, so they got out a metal detector, and walked the fields around Belmont, and they found a cache too, not as big, but still wi’ a good mix o’ armbands and brooches and coins. They went straight to the Shetland Times, and they mentioned Keith’s find. After that, the archaeologists took it away. He was awful turned about that, but any fool coulda telt him they would.’ He took another gulp of tea. ‘And no doubt that museum in Edinburgh will find this is o’ “national importance” an’ aa, and keep it down there, instead of showing it here, where it was found. Keith’s fairly rampaging about it.’

‘He’ll get compensation, though, won’t he?’

‘He doesna want money. He’s a fisherman, and doing fine. He wanted his treasure kept in Shetland. And then, o’ course, the papers began talking about a new Gotland – you ken, there’s been I dinna ken how many treasure caches found there.’ He shook his head. ‘Anyway, there’s all hell on up in Unst. They’re only just discovered all the Viking sites as it was, you mind all the digs twartree summers ago.’

I shook my head. ‘I was in Norway.’

‘Right enough. Well, back five years ago they had this Viking Unst project, with a big survey of the whole island to see how many sites they could identify.’

‘A good few of them are probably under a present-day crofthouse.’

Magnie nodded. His own crofthouse had been built and re-built on Viking foundations using stones from a Pictish broch. ‘They found a good number o’ possible Viking house sites. Then they picked several different ones to dig. Belmont, and one near the old Lund kirk, Underhoull, and one out on the east, Hamar.’

I recognised that name. ‘Beside the Keen o’ Hamar, where there’s the lunar landscape. We did a trip there from school.’

‘Ancient seabed. Yea. I doubt that was the earliest house. I volunteered for Underhoull, because me mother’s folk came from there. We dug aa summer, and the next one too, then once they’d had time to think and write up aa their papers, they had this conference, wi’ the folk in charge o’ the digging presenting their results. I went to the whole weekend o’ it, and lass, it was most awful interesting. It seems the Vikings came to Unst first, as early as 730, and they could tell aa sorts o’ things about them from the finds – what they’d brought wi’ them, and where they’d come from.’

‘So,’ I said, getting back to the present day, and remembering Adrien’s golf bag, ‘are all three sites just swarming wi’ folk wi’ metal detectors now?’

‘Metal detectors, spades. Nails give readings, you ken, as well as gold. The sites are scheduled, and they’ve been searched anyway, but these treasure-seekers’re likely doing some awful damage to the archaeology the folk hadn’t had time to dig up. So we’re decided, a few o’ us, to go and patrol a bit, try and dissuade folk from launching in.’ He gave me a sideways look from his pebble-green eyes. ‘Are you going up to your mother’s doo in Unst?’

I nodded. ‘The tides are lousy, so I’m heading for Hamnavoe up by Eshaness on Wednesday afternoon, then on to Unst on Thursday. They’re performing at Belmont House on Friday, you know, the restored Georgian house. Do you know if I can moor up at the ferry pier, just opposite?’

‘Only if you don’t mind getting out of the way from six thirty in the morning till ten thirty at night. There’s no’ room for a yacht and the ferry.’

I made a face. ‘Anchoring in the bay?’

Magnie gave a decisive shake of the head. ‘Foul and exposed. I’ll tell you where there’s a better anchorage, Lunda Wick, a bonny sandy bay, with good shelter.’

I reached for my Clyde Cruising Club Guide to Shetland. The chart showed a double-beached bay, open to the west, with a clear entrance. ‘Looks good.’ It was four miles from Belmont House, less over the hills – walking distance.

‘Maybe if you were anchored up there, you could keep an eye on that site, in case of treasure-seekers. Not a patrol, just a watching brief from the cockpit. You’re well used wi’ night watches.’

‘I could easy do that,’ I agreed, ‘and phone you if I spotted anyone suspicious.’

‘Yea, lass, do you that. I’m going to bide with an old whaling pal, at Belmont, so we’d only be five minutes away, if there was trouble.’ He shook his head. ‘Though if what I’m hearing is right, then the sites have better protection than wis. Word is the ghost o’ a Viking’s been seen walking the hills.’

‘Oh, yeah?’ I said sceptically.

‘There are more things in heaven and earth,’ Magnie quoted. ‘You’re no’ going to say you don’t believe in ghosts, lass.’

I remembered the night I’d been on watch and seen a ghost ship lit by the moon, her sails tattered by a long, hard voyage. ‘No, I’m no’ going to say that. It just sounds a bit convenient, that’s all, to say nothing of the way that every household in Unst must have a handy Viking costume from the Up Helly Aa.’ I considered him. ‘So who says they’ve seen it?’

‘Keith, for one. He says that when he began digging, he felt this cold wind round his neck –’

‘Not surprising, in March.’

‘Wheesht, lass. Then he lookit up and saw this silhouette on the hill, a figure wi’ a horned helmet.’

‘Then it’s definitely not a ghost. The real Vikings didn’t have horns. We learned that in school. Not even the Berserkers. She showed us pictures of the Lewis chessmen.’

Magnie shook his head, sighing. ‘Teachers this days, they take the romance out o’ everything.’

‘Anyway,’ I said, ‘sure I’ll help. But I’ve got these exams to get through first.’

‘You’ll walk it.’ Magnie rose, washed out his cup, and headed for the hatch, then paused. ‘What time were you thinking to leave Hamnavoe? I’ll maybe hitch a lift wi’ you. An extra pair of hands never hurts.’

‘That’d be good,’ I said. ‘Say nine o’clock? And thanks for looking after Cat.’

‘No bother.’ He raised a hand and headed off into the soft night.
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My academic record wasn’t good. I’d done well at the Brae school, with my pal Inga and I vying with each other to see who could do best in various tests, but Dad had gone to the Gulf in my Standard Grade year, when I was fifteen, and I’d been sent to France, to Maman, and thrown straight into working for my bac littéraire. As I’d run away to sea as soon as I was sixteen, I didn’t get it.

I’d done exams since, working my way through the RYA series in evening class and Med sailing schools: Day Skipper; Yachtmaster; Ocean. On top of that, there’d been this year’s series of short courses: GMDSS, Diesel Engine, Navigation, Radar and ARPA, medical care, advanced fire-fighting, and proficiency in survival craft and fast rescue boats. Most of these had ended in exams too, and I now had a sheaf of impressive-looking certificates. All that meant I wasn’t panicking, exactly – I just had a cold snake writhing in the pit of my stomach.

I had two written papers to do, both tomorrow. My RYA qualifications, and the time I’d spent at sea since, meant that the navigation part of the Deck Officer of the Watch (Unlimited) syllabus was a doddle. I’d been planning and steering a course on vessels for the last fourteen years, and I could work out tidal curves and secondary ports in my sleep. Exam 2, Stability and Operations, was another matter. I understood bridge watchkeeping procedures and behaviour in the proximity of ice. I was pretty good on safety aboard ship. Pollution prevention was mostly common sense and being able to quote the rules. Then we moved into physics: mass; volume; waterline length; calculating loading weights for a particular freeboard; and statical, longitudinal and transverse stability. I was glad I’d inherited Dad’s head for maths and 3D calculations.
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