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‘If I have a heaven, that will be mine.’


Mary Kingsley, Travels in West Africa


‘One story? One . . . ? No, too many stories all woven together to go and try and unravel it to find one.’


Mary Blance, in conversation












Introduction: Erts


ĔRT, n. the direction of a supposed line from any point in the heavens to the beholder, ‘I da ert’ situated on a supposed line between the beholder and the horizon; the point whence the wind blows; a point of the heavens as delineated on the mariner’s compass


ĔRT, v.a. to contend with; to argue in a captious manner; to strive after; to try to obtain.


A Glossary of the Shetland Dialect, james stout angus


Recently, kayaking with my sister, Tash, we rounded the headland of the small island where I now live. We slipped between the sharp teeth of tumbled stacks, we let the gentle swell ease us into a long, low-ceilinged cave. It terminated in a blunt wall like the back of the throat, but was connected to another cave by a snoring tunnel, through which the swell broke with an echoing gurgle and a smack. I held my breath and nosed further in, irrationally terrified, while her confident exclamations echoed off the rocky roof. Looking down through the water, I was almost afraid of what I might see, but it was just macaroon-pink sea-urchins, slowly flailing kelp, and pale blue water, achingly clear. I have walked that headland, crossing the roof of the cave, under its pelt of stony soil and heavily grazed grass, many times, never knowing it was there.


After living in Shetland for seventeen years, I still feel as if what I know about my home is next-to-nothing. Surfaces and veils; gossip and story; the translation of experience out of the local language; the constant, but enigmatic company of history, so that past and present, like the twin strands of yarn in a Fair Isle gansey, constantly weave over and under each other. I live in a perpetual state of discovery: like sudden plunge-pools of intimacy with places, people, creatures – as if we were coasteering, you and I, edging along a greasy, black ledge of rock over hard, green waves, looking for footholds, cheek by jowl to the wet face of the cliff. This is how it is when we move into another culture, another language, another landscape, another people’s history.


One night, for example, in late summer, Magnie, one of my nearest neighbours, shows me how to bone out herring. ‘Now –’ he says, figuratively, ‘how do we get to Texas from here?’


He pierces the plump, pewter skin and curls his fingers around the long, loose internal organs to pull them out; cutting free the roe, laying it, like a limp, orange tropical flower, on one side. He runs his thumbnail along the membrane under the arch of the cavity to pierce it, and rinses out the thick, blackish blood. He cuts off the head and tail and pokes around the end of the spine with his knife, as you would delicately prise a splinter from your skin. Then he works his right thumb under the spine, peeling it from the soft flesh with the fingers of his left hand. It makes soft, snicking sounds, like tiny doors unlocking. He turns the fish and works his thumbs up the other side of the spine, and lifts the whole thing clear, bristling with long, fine, curved rib-bones like whiskers. He sifts oatmeal over the butterflied fillet and fries it in an electric pan. First we eat the fried milts – a mouthful of something more buttery than cream – and the popcorn-textured roes – and then we put away the double fillets, two, or three, with toast, and salt and cracked black pepper, with water, then a mug of good sachet coffee. We don’t speak while we eat, although sometimes I smile and sigh. After I walk home, my hair and clothes smell of herring oil. I can hardly sleep for the burden of rich flesh in my stomach. At three or four in the morning, with a terrible, herring-induced, bellyache, I get up, and put my big coat and boots on over my pyjamas, to walk down the road in the faint rain. There is enough light to see the wallabies at The Outpost, where the Tasmanian flag is flying. We consider each other: they, in their light, rain-pearled fur, neat peerie hands folded over their chests, reminding me, for some reason, of nuns. In the next enclosure, two towering emus pace slowly over to the fence, and I do a double-take – Wallabies? Emus? – at how Shetland defies easy definition. And so I blink awake every morning, like a patient coming round from anaesthetic, and ask, bewildered, ‘Where am I?’
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Where am I? I thought to try and answer that question. But I’m not sure where to begin. There are, as Mary Blance, a friend, and a broadcaster with BBC Radio Shetland, once said, too many stories. And, as the storyteller Davy Cooper taught me: in Shetland, one tale always leads to another.


There was that night, during Storm Aidan, that I downloaded a dating app. It searched Orkney and Shetland, and the sea that surrounds them, taking in fishing vessels and oil rigs. I matched with a Norwegian who turned out to be messaging from a trawler registered in Ålesund. He’d been to Shetland; of course he had. He told me the name of his boat, so I could look him up on the shipping map. There he was, bobbing around in a sea thick with vessels of all kinds, a whole raft of reasons for being on the stormy sea. He said it was an old boat, not like the big, pelagic Shetland trawlers. I opened another tab to look at what is probably my favourite website: a real-time animation of global weather patterns. I watched the gale, chugging around the Atlantic on its spin-cycle. I asked my fisherman if he’d be OK out there. He said they were doing all right but were having to hang onto their teacups. The night before, they’d landed sixty tonnes of saithe: it’s all about the money, he said, working night and day.
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Another Saturday, another storm, I go on my first actual date. It is much more local. Two miles down the road in the small fishing village of Hamnavoe, we get kitted out in his porch in survival suits, oilskins and wellies.


We struggle out along the coast towards the lighthouse, where scoom sags and slaps angrily against the rubble of a raised beach. Quaking blubber is climbing the rocks and, as the sea is rushed against the shore, it leaps and jumps from rock to rock. The spray reveals brief blink rainbows, like secret writing, sharp and clear as lemon juice, and the wind wrenches at us, and every so often a mighty explosion of spray crushes up into the air.


We burrow into the wind, following the coast. We hang onto the ruins of a lookout, and watch as the gale drives the tall, turquoise, backlit waves onto the rocks. We shout to each other over the wind. My date, a kayaker and rock-climber, is braver than me, and goes closer to the banks. We both see the same wave coming, but he stands his ground, while I turn and run. I get ten or fifteen metres inland before that wave explodes over my back, knocking me off balance, streaming down inside my hood and into my clothes and running like a white-water river all over the flooded land. I whirl round and my date is still standing, laughing, like a mad king, and his oilskins are streaming with the sea, in the ruins of that palace of a wave.
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Where am I? I can’t stop asking, because hour by hour, season by season, year by year, the answer keeps changing. Remember Enid Blyton’s stories about the Magic Faraway Tree? You climbed the big, old tree, and every time you got to the top, a different world was waiting for you. The worlds changed – as if they were on a carousel – day after day, and if you didn’t scramble back down the trunk in time, you might get caught up there, or worse, swept away forever. That’s what it feels like as I watch new weather advancing, like a circus trundling into town, as snow/wind/rain/hail/sun strikes the whale-backed hill above my caravan.


[image: ]


The crescendo of another squall. Like a Shetland sheep or Shetland pony, I turn my back to it just in time and – where am I? On the sands of Minn, sheltering from the weather as best as I can. The hail rattling against my back, my hat, stinging my calves through my jeans and my waterproof trousers. Then a sudden bleary flash above my right eye. Thunderclap, gale, hail. I feel Draatsi before I see him, like a forerunner. He has slipped out of the rock armouring and is making his way up the beach. His pelt is thickly spiked and soaked. He weaves his solid head like an adder, lopes past, pauses, lopes on. His gait is smooth and toppling at once, like someone throwing a lead weight from one hand to another, a low-slung trot or canter. He comes closer enough to consider me, pauses momentarily, an opportunity for communion that I waste in aiming and focusing a camera, then canters off without hurry, holding his eel-like tail just above the sand, up the beach, leaving no tracks, then flows into the degenerating armouring again, melting into a gap between the massive stones. Then the whole, towering caravanserai in the sky rolls on.
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How shall we navigate this Where am I?, when home is in a constant state of flux? With what kinds of tools might I orient myself? One day, in September, I went in to the Isle of Foula. From the little ferry, the sea was a shifting light-field as far as the eye could see, punctuated by two dolphins that leapt spirally and vertically from the waves. ‘Well, they’re happy at least,’ said a man on deck, with pale blue, far-seeing eyes. He went into the cabin, to see where we might be. When he came back, he was laughing. ‘They’re all sleeping,’ he said. ‘All of them?’ I asked, horrified. To say I am not a confident sailor is a massive understatement. ‘Well, perhaps not quite everyone,’ said the man, ‘The skipper is maybe still awake.’ Then he told me about a navigation tool that fishermen used at the time of the haaf, or deep-sea, fishery, when the lairds of Shetland forced crofters to become fishermen, controlling their catches and compelling them to row, in the small artfully built boats called sixareens, across miles and miles of wild water.


‘About sixty miles to the west of Foula is what they call the Foula Haaf,’ he told me, ‘and that’s where the continental shelf drops off. The sea pushes up that submarine cliff and brings up nutrients, so a lot of fish hang out there.’ He paused while a pregnant wave bellied us up, and dropped us down again. ‘So they used to go out there and fish, and that was sixty miles in an open boat, and they had nothing, just oars, no shelter, and there would maybe be six men, and if you think, this is us, six or seven miles out, and it’s taken us the better part of an hour – well, they rowed out there.


‘And we have all these instruments, but all they had was a piece of wood, about this big’ – and he sketched it with his hands, like a tennis racket – ‘and it was full of holes, and they had a peg, and the peg was tied on so they didn’t lose it, and as they went, they just moved the peg where they thought they were – and that was all that they had’ –
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Then, one summer night, I am sitting outside with the Plumber. He lives just over the hill, and is painting a couple of old chairs in the last of the sun. It’s a fine night and he’s telling me my favourite story.


‘Ee night we were aff,’ begins the Plumber, ‘an we were just bobbin aroond, haein a few beers an a laugh . . .’ I imagine the boat drifting and tilting on the still, night sea; darkness, but not as much as you might think – the sky away from towns and cities is rarely truly dark – maybe the land, a low ridge, a denser shade of black – ‘. . . and surely a whale must have been swimming aroond da boddam, because der suddenly cam a soond,’ – he makes a quick, repeated, swishing sound, as if he is calling a cat, and does a fluttering gesture with his big, stained fingers, ‘an aa dis fysh wis brakkin da watter aroond wis!’


‘Where were you?’ I ask, hungrily. A secret smile spreads over the Plumber’s face. A fisherman’s language of taboo words, of ‘sea-names’, still stand between me and the changeable body of salt water I look out upon, day after day. ‘I saa an oily lüm . . . and I hae a meid,’ he concedes, ‘does doo keen whit yun is, Poet?’


‘Like landmarks you line up from the sea?’


‘I canna tell dee,’ he says, ‘I’d hae ta shaa dee.’


‘Is it like words – names – or is it points on the land?’


‘I’d hae ta shaa dee,’ he says again, ‘there’s one, alang da banks, and you go along and you think, am never going to fin this thing, and hit’s laek a V –’ he draws with his hands two sides of a triangle, coming together – ‘comin down laek this, and when you see that, you follow that line. But there’s aa buoys there now marking the channel.’


‘Do you follow the meids or follow the buoys, then?’


‘Well it’s no haerd, but yeh, I guess I would look at da land.’


He stands up. Two or three fancy-looking boats have come in close to the shore below, and folk have jumped in to swim. The sun is going down, and he holds his hand up to shield his eyes against the last of the sun, the fingers held together and parallel to the horizon, as the sun appears and disappears between rungs of cloud, as if it’s climbing down a ladder.


‘They reckon it’s fifteen minutes per finger,’ he says. He sits down and starts painting a second chair. On the seat, he makes two strokes of the brush down, dividing it into thirds, and two strokes across. He hands me the brush. I make an X with the brown paint in the bottom left square. He paints a brown circle in the top right.


‘Quick now,’ says the Plumber, ‘don’t stop to think’ –
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A skim of fish oil on the sea. The vibration of the current called da moder-dy, felt, in your bare feet, through the floorboards of a boat. A cairn on the brow of the hill, the kirk bell, the hips, crooks and swells of the land lined up perhaps with a square cliff-face or three houses in a line – Aald Alex’s, Young Alex’s and Joanne’s – to help you find your way back to a good ground to fish olicks or roker skate, to help you find your way home. If you are a Shetlander, you probably know where you are.


Nor am I under the illusion that Shetland needs me to write about it. Pop into the Shetland Times Bookstore on da Street in Lerwick, and you’ll find a meaty Shetland section: more than four bays, floor-to-ceiling, of books by Shetlanders, and by sooth-moothers like me. They include new editions of classic titles from Shetland’s canon of poetry, fiction and other prose from the brand-new publishers, Northus, and collections of fiddle tunes, books on Shetland lace and both the history and practice of Fair Isle makkin; titles treating Shetland’s geology, archaeology and ecology, and stunning photographic monographs of Shetland wildlife. Ian Tait’s doorstopper tome Shetland’s Vernacular Buildings jostles books detailing the activities of Shetlanders at home and abroad over the centuries: Vikings, Earls, the Shetland Bus, the Greenland Whaling, Marsali Taylor’s book Women’s Suffrage in Shetland. I’m particularly drawn to a title by Jane Coutts: Microbes and the Fetlar man. But there is also folklore gathered by local storytellers, bairns’ books in the Shaetlan language, including Valerie Watt’s stories inspired by trowie-tales, and Christine De Luca’s beautiful translation of the Gruffalo into da Dialect. Rhubarbaria is historian Mary Prior’s practical and scholarly cookbook devoted entirely to recipes using rhubarb, of which summer brings us an almost inexhaustible glut. Kery and Clare Dalby’s treatise upon Shetland Lichens identifies four hundred and fifty species. And there are plenty of crime titles of course, so popular that they can be seen as their own subgenre, with their own literary festival, referred to as ‘Shetland Noir’. Of all the places I have lived, I’ve never bade anywhere that talks about itself so much.


I remember one afternoon, sitting in the Cornerstone café in Scalloway. A few folk had assembled for late breakfasts and morning coffees, and I was tinkering with some bit of life admin or other. Sometimes I looked up, and gazed out of the window at the ships in the harbour. I could just make out a seal cruising around between the harbour wall and a massive oil-supply vessel. At the next table, four sleepy boiler-suited apprentices from the Malakoff shipyard were waiting on their breakfast rolls. The table beside them had been commandeered by some formidable Shetland wives (in Shetland, all women are called ‘wives’ or ‘lasses’, and all men can be referred to as ‘boys’). One of them kept breaking into song. ‘How great Thou art,’ she carolled, ‘how great Thou art . . .’ Then a woman in the car park lost her balance and fell. The first I knew about it was How-Great-Thou-Art flyting on the Malakoff boys, ‘Get out there, boys, and help her!’ but a car had already pulled up, stopped in the road, and the couple inside hurried to help her up. I saw her, half-kneeling, like somebody about to be knighted, the woman holding one hand, the man with his hand under her other elbow.


They raised her up; they brought her inby and set her doon; the owners of the café hurried up with a first aid box and a cup of tea; they tenderly smoothed a plaster across her grazed elbow.


As the fuss died down, in the background susurrus, the word ‘Shetland’ caught my ear over and over again, a faint echo: ‘Shetland .. Shetland .. Shetland ..’ like a loop of coloured wirset picked up over and over again by the many little teeth of a knitting machine.
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As you can see, I dwell on the things that people say – it’s a blessing and a curse, the kind of ambivalent gift a witch might bestow on you the day you were born. One night, when I had recently moved to Shetland, I started a fond argument between Geordie and Ruby, my first friends and nearest neighbours when I moved to the Isle of West Burra. I had carelessly asked which way was north.


‘I always say da rod runs joost aboot nort–sooth,’ said Geordie.


‘I hae me ain erts,’ retorted Ruby, stubbornly.


Geordie then explained to me the definition of the word erts: it means the direction of the wind – the points on a compass rose. ‘I hae me ain erts’ – we all find our own way to orient ourselves, our own idiomatic compass.
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Sometimes Geordie, by way of greeting, standing at his gate as I passed on an evening walk, would say, ‘Now . . .’


He said it in a leading sort of tone. I loved that as an opening gambit, as if, as well as opening the conversation, he was reminding me to attend to what is happening, right here, right Now.


The present tense is nearly all-encompassing for me, and my memory is sometimes poor. I write – I have always written – to anchor myself against the continual vertigo of loss as the present tense waterfalls into the past. I write towards the illusion that I know where I am in my life, and in the Universe. I write because I love my home and have never lost the urge to hymn it, and because life here in Shetland is constantly changing, as the archipelago reinvents itself, so restlessly that sometimes I feel like I can hardly keep up.


This book is my ‘where am I?’


It’s a foolhardy venture, but at least it’s honest. Like jumping off the side of a boat to swim in da mareel at night, I have no idea of the depth of the water.









PART I


SOOTH-MOOTHER









North Boat


‘We will shortly be closing the stern doors . . . that will be the ship secure for sea . . . the weather forecast for this evening is for a north-westerly gale. We are expecting fairly rough seas in the Fair Isle Gap . . . we will be expecting some pitching and rolling . . . use the handrails wherever possible . . . outside decks will be closed. Despite the weather conditions this evening we do hope you enjoy your time on board.’


CAPTAIN’S ANNOUNCEMENT


Now –


I cautiously wind down my window at the check-in booth in Orkney, boarding the North Boat for Shetland. The motherly woman there hands me the dreaded Adverse Weather Warning. The car is shaken by blasts of wind and torrential rain. It is January, and nine o’clock at night, and dark except for the dazzling harbour lights. Two intrepid cycling tourists have just disembarked the ferry, and are wobbling towards Kirkwall, their waterproofs streaming with rain, their heads ducked against the gusts, and it is probably not the holiday they imagined. ‘Is it going to be a nasty night?’ I ask. ‘Well, it’ll no be just flat calm,’ she says, in what seems to be profound understatement. ‘They’ll just go a peedie bit more slowly.’


The Uist-born poet Niall Campbell says that in the Western Isles, they call Shetlanders ‘North Sea Tigers’. As the marshals wave me on board, I can hardly believe where I live. ‘We fight along old trade routes, like there’s nothing in between,’ sings Lise Sinclair from the car stereo, ‘with love and courage, in the eye of the hurricane.’


I roll my car cautiously down the corridor between towering freight lorries, which are being shackled, with echoing bangs, to the wet car deck with bolts the length of my forearm.


Then I park – handbrake on, leave it in gear – grab my bag, and squeeze out in the narrow gap between the parked cars.


And then, when I get my first whiff of the North Boat – diesel, disinfectant, taint of old fish, reek of fried fish – my stomach seizes, and my heart starts beating hard. My body remembers the North Boat, all right.
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There is a Shaetlan phrase that expresses homesickness: in Shetland, if you miss a place or a person, you can say that you are ‘tinkin lang’ for them. For the last few months, I’ve been tinkin lang for Da Aald Rock. I’ve been travelling the length and breadth of the country giving readings, tutorials and creative writing workshops: this, for a few years now, has been how I’ve made my precarious, poet’s living. I’ve been desperately homesick, but I do like being on the road. I get to catch up with family and friends, and in between, there are these long, trance-like spells on the motorways and A-roads. They have felt a bit like pilgrimage: stolen, solitary time to think, and plan, and dream. And I like driving through the different seasons, against the current of the pre-spring. In Devon, a week ago, the first daffodils were coming out. You could almost have called it ‘warm’.


In Manchester, as I carried the last of my things out to the car after a few days with my parents, to drive north, to win hame, as a Shetlander might say, I met my dad heading in the opposite direction. He had a dirty hanky in his hand and he said something that made me think of what I have done to our relationship by moving to Shetland. A voyage of more than two hundred miles and at least a five-hour car journey lie between my life and theirs. ‘I wiped your car’s eyes,’ he said. ‘When are you next coming home?’


I joined the motorway at Irlam, merged with the M6 northbound, like an eel returning to the Gulf Stream. I took long stops at the services, to write, answer emails, send invoices.


South of Glasgow, I overtook the first Shetland Transport lorry of the journey, and my heart leapt. Now I northed joyously, like a bird. I put on Lise Sinclair’s album, A Time to Keep, which is inspired by the stories of the Orcadian writer George Mackay Brown. Lise was a world-touring singer-songwriter, poet, translator and artist from Fair Isle, which lies halfway between Shetland and Orkney. In my first year in Shetland, Shetland Arts Development Agency sent me to Faroe and Iceland with Lise and two other local writers; I remember her at the piano of writer, musician and publisher Aðalsteinn Ásberg Sigurðsson in Reykjavík, singing ‘Lilac Wine’: smoky, and super-slow. Afterwards, we drank, and ate small, jellied cubes of smoked sheep’s head meat on toothpicks.


I could have cut across Perthshire and Angus and taken the North Boat from Aberdeen, but I wanted to spend a few days with my friends in the Highlands. When you live in Shetland, you cram as much as you can into your trips south. The ferry fare, with cabin and vehicle, can cost as much as a plane ticket to Canada. But I also like getting home slowly. As the poet Mimi Khalvati said, ‘The Soul Travels on Horseback’. Shetland lies almost halfway between Aberdeen and Norway: far enough to feel, in body and mind, a kind of dissonance when you make the big journey too casually.


At last, in Scrabster, on Scotland’s north coast, I boarded the Orkney ferry, the MV Hamnavoe, which would carry me across the turbulent Pentland Firth. We sailed by the Old Man of Hoy, and then alongside the striped cliff – red, as if bathed in permanent sunset – that climbs steadily to St John’s Head. I stopped overnight to catch up with my Orcadian pals, Rosie and Caroline. I spent the morning building an infinite Lego staircase with their daughter, Daisy, with Frozen playing in the background, aware, all day, of the growing wind. Then, over their lasagne, I got a message from NorthLink, telling me our sailing had been brought forward by two hours to avoid the worst of the coming storm. Caroline pressed whisky miniatures into my hand – ‘you can’t go on the North Boat without a nip’, ‘and hopefully nobody will have stolen your bunk, the cheeky whalps’ – and they packed me off to the harbour.
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We have not long left port, and the North Boat is already pitching wildly, and the stabilisers are juddering, making the whole ship shake. As I show my boarding pass, the ship’s captain lets us know over the tannoy that ‘we will be punching into a northerly swell,’ which is not how I would have chosen to break the news.


When I let myself into the shared, four-berth cabin, the two upper bunks are still stowed, but another passenger’s bags are under the little console with its kettle, teabags and tubes of UHT milk. She is a lumpy form in the other bunk, breathing quietly and steadily. I wonder who she is, this stranger or neighbour that might snore or talk in her sleep or stumble to the tiny bathroom cubicle. I take the risk of glancing over at her sleeping face; I read her resting features. She sleeps on, inscrutable. I’ve always liked to be awake in the company of sleeping travellers, to be the driver of a car of snoozing passengers, the last one awake in the cabin. I feel protective. The shared space is tender, intimate. We lie here, I think, like two of Shetland’s Pictish stones, decorated with beguiling carvings: mysterious to each other; fleeting dreams showing dim upon our faces. I turn out the light and the cabin is pitch-dark: perfect blackness, like a flotation chamber.


Then the boat gives a few, deep lurches, as if the sea is trying to swallow a bone stuck in its throat. In the corridor outside, I hear a man retch; a woman’s mocking laugh.


For me, to remember that I live on an island is first and foremost to stop digesting. My digestive tract has seized up: I imagine it coiled in my body like an old Victorian radiator. I feel every loop and knot; I feel the knocking in the old pipes. I can feel the good lasagne lying in my stomach. For someone who has lived on an island for over seventeen years, I’m a terrible sailor. I’ve tried, like my friend and neighbour Alastair, imagining myself on a Pendolino instead of a ship, leaning into the bends. I’ve tried eating and not eating, wristbands, Stugeron, Kwells, and ginger in various forms. Nothing has ever cured me of seasickness, although Stugeron, strategically administered, does knock me out for the night, to wake, bewildered and a little bit high, in what feels like another country.


Throughout the voyage, I fall into sleep cycles four waves long. There is a vigilance in managing the body and the breath. At first I lie in my customary position, on my front, with one arm and leg drawn up as if I could front-crawl to dry land. But tonight the pitching of the ship floats me up above my body, and then nails me down so heavily into it again that I wake with pins and needles in my limbs. I turn, carefully. I’m going to say something obvious, because it’s amazing how quickly I forget it on dry land. Everything’s moving. Everything stirs with the motion of the ship, the pile of bones and soft bags and pipes inside me swilled clockwise . . . then anticlockwise. There’s no still point. Anywhere. Nothing to anchor to. Another seven hours of this. No way to make it stop.


The trick is to let your stomach and the soft mass of your other organs float on this bigger body of water. So I lie on my back and let this internal sea echo the external sea, and the stomach cramps subside, and I fall asleep for four waves at a time, up and down, up and down, up and down, up and down, and then the strange and gentle cruise on a perfect level for a beat or two, just long enough to unclench the fists, before the next climb, steep, very steep, and very high. The dreadful teetering at the wave’s crest, and a rollercoaster loop-de-loop.


Climb, teeter, dread, plunge. Every wave is a Now. There is a turning point between one Now and the next, like the moment one breath turns into the next.


In the long history of the North Boat, there hasn’t been a wreck since the St Sunniva ran aground in fog off the Isle of Mousa on 10 April 1930, but just a few years ago a storm wave smashed through one of the windows in the Forward Bar and the ferry was forced to return to port. Passengers were offered cabins and breakfast tokens, which would not have comforted me much.


And so I focus hard on my audiobook. I’ve been listening to a recording of a conference called Mind and Moment with the neurologist Dan Siegel, and the Buddhist doctor Jon Kabat-Zinn, who runs mindfulness workshops and meditation sessions in his hospital. Just now, Kabat-Zinn is quoting T. S. Eliot, from ‘Little Gidding’. It so happens that he’s lost his voice, and is speaking in a dire, harsh whisper, like the Angel of Death. ‘Quick, Now. Here, Now.’ He keeps on saying it. In his meditation sessions, he covers the clock-face with the word ‘Now’ so that when anyone looks up to see what time it is – ‘Why,’ he says, ‘it’s NOW again!’


Here and Now, we are somewhere negotiable, the boat squirming, plying the muscular currents. The sea feels like a firm, mobile jelly. The Shetland language has grammatical gender, which means that nouns are referred to as He’s and She’s. Da wadder, for example, is a He, as in ‘He’s ta come braally coorse da moarn’s morn.’ A boat is a She, but, apparently, its oar is a He. Lying on my back in my bunk, I wonder how often Shetlanders think about the gendered nature of their world. Holding my phone above my face, and moving my head as little as possible, I message a couple of friends.


‘Plumber,’ I tap, between the rise and fall of the waves, ‘is the sea a He or a She?’


‘Definitely She, same as boats,’ says the Plumber. ‘Is do aff gallivantin again?’


‘Agnes, would you say the sea is a He or a She?’


‘Gender fluid,’ says Agnes. ‘Get it? FLUID. Ha ha ha. But in actuality, she’s a Bad Bitch. In a good way.’


Tonight, the female sea and the male weather are getting it on: romantically, catastrophically. The boat is pointed into the wind. Sometimes the waves bang the hull like a drum. Here lies my body, helpless and forgettable, astonishing, finite and fragile, in the stuffy air of the over-heated cabin.


Sometimes the whole sea plays at sliding it, this soft, little animal, down towards the end of the bed, with just my heels, dug in, anchoring me. She smears me around on the mattress. I can hear the air conditioning, the massive engines. The North Boat swings me up on her shoulders like a child. She swoops me down like you swoop a baby. My hair is itching my scalp against the pillow. Just this soft body in its pitch-black cell, a kind of lubric oubliette, my cabin-mate snoring softly, as if nothing is the matter.


Why, it’s Now again.
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Near silence. The boat has stopped creaking. There’s no movement at all. Was I asleep? I notice that I’ve stopped noticing the sea. She is sometimes so suddenly, briefly calm. We could be anywhere. My knee is bent, the sole of my foot and my toes press against my inner thigh. Right now, the heel of my hand is tucked in at the top of my hipbone; my middle finger rests on its declining curve. My tainted tongue presses heavily against the backs of my front teeth.


The voice of John O’Donoghue is in my earbuds, in my head. ‘Humans are the one species that have managed to successfully forget that they live in a universe. So think of the depth of aboveness that is above us.’


In this moment, I’m more concerned with the depth of belowness. It’s not the sort of thought that sends you drifting off easily to sleep.
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One summer, a couple of years ago, I sailed north after another long winter away. I stood on deck, basking in the toxic but warm slipstream of the North Boat’s smokestack, beer bottle in hand, gazing out over a soft, clear, dimming sea. Near me stood two French women, tourists with matching binoculars and matching anoraks. They were talking about the sunset. My French is pretty rudimentary, but from what I understood, they were having a conversation about elemental things:


‘The sea is immense. The sun is putting himself to bed.’


‘Are you tired?’


‘We should wait and say goodnight to the sun.’


When the sun had set, they put themselves to bed, but they missed what happened next: how the shiny, night-long sea became one single, quelled pool, all the way from here to Nova Scotia, briefly interrupted by the tail of Greenland. I hung over the rail to peer down into soft, indigo billows at the blowsy jellyfish birling in the water below.


They call the North Boat a ‘lifeline service’. It plugs me into this deep and naked place.


[image: ]


Carefully, to avoid frightening my stomach, I turn around onto my belly. With my eyes closed, I look straight down through the sheets and mattress into the guts of the ship and her hearts, those beating engines, through the dented hull, down into the sea. She thoughtfully stirs me widdershins on the mattress. I turn over again quickly.


I wonder what time it is.


Why, it’s Now, again.
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Now, gently at first, the ship begins to roll again. Those soft packages – stomach, bowel, liver, womb – float up then sink, pressed very firmly against my spine. Rhythmically, the partitions between the cabins begin to creak. Boatbuilding materials may have changed, but maybe the sound of a ship creaking on the sea hasn’t changed all that much over the centuries. Prone in the bunk, I observe helplessly as things happen to my body. The slightest movement changes my sense of safety. Any motion at all makes me yawn. My thumb is hooked under the strap of my vest. The sea moves the boat any way she likes, backwards and forwards, side to side, and I let her move me with it.


Then I drift off easily to sleep.









Sooth-moother


sooth-moother (n) an incomer to Shetland


The Shetland Dictionary, john j. graham


After we clear da Roost, the famously turbulent waters that lie between Fair Isle and the southern headlands of Shetland, some time in the early hours, and round Sumburgh Head, the archipelago shelters the ferry from the weather. The ship holds steady in the swell, and while I still sleep, we cross the Sixtieth Parallel, which runs between the villages of Levenwick and Sandwick and connects us, notionally, to St Petersburg, and the town of Churchill on Hudson’s Bay in Canada, where I once met thirty or so polar bears from a tundra buggy that trundled tourists out onto the snow. Half an hour later, by the time we sail by the Quarff Gap, an inland valley running east–west across the grain of the Clift Hills, I am up and about. Some passengers, with stronger stomachs than me, are already breakfasting. We pass the dazzling, lit-up hulk of an oil vessel, come in to shelter from the gale in the bay at Gulberwick; we round da Knab to enter da Sooth Mooth.


Da Sooth Mooth, the sea-road that runs between da Knab and the Isle of Bressay, and gives ships access to the port in Lerwick, also gives rise to the term sooth-moother, which can refer to anyone who is not from Shetland. Leaving Shetland to visit the rest of the UK, Shetlanders talk simply about going ‘sooth’, and some people hear the term sooth-moother as pejorative – somebody who speaks like they come fae sooth. I, too, am a sooth-moother, of course, and will never sound like I’m from Shetland, but I can count on the fingers of one hand the times I’ve been made to feel self-conscious about it.


But whenever I come south, folk tend to ask a lot of curious questions about the place I call home. Just say ‘Shetland’, and the same words and phrases keep cropping up. ‘But isn’t it awfully bleak?’ ‘And remote?’ ‘I couldn’t do it, I’d miss all the people/cinemas/theatres/bookshops.’ ‘But what do people do up there?’ ‘It must be very quiet.’ ‘How do you bear the long, dark, winter nights?’


‘Isn’t it awfully bleak?’ a sales assistant once asked me, one rainy day, in a Ryman’s stationery shop in suburban South Manchester. ‘No!’ I protested. ‘It’s beautiful.’ ‘Whatever evaluation we finally make of a stretch of land,’ piped up Barry Lopez, in my head, ‘no matter how profound or accurate, we will find it inadequate. The land retains an identity of its own, still deeper and more subtle than we can know.’


‘I didn’t say it wasn’t beautiful,’ the stationer said, cleverly, ‘but it must be terribly bleak. And remote. And don’t you miss trees?’ I noticed that his question was halfway to becoming a statement, although the stationer had never been to the North Isles, and I wandered out into the dark grey streets, the horizon obscured by buildings.


Yes, Shetland can, at times, seem a stony place, a bony place. Its relative treelessness seems to profoundly worry people who have never been here. In Walter Scott’s 1822 novel The Pirate, set in Shetland and Orkney, the opinionated and overbearing factor, Yellowley, who has just moved to the isles from the Scottish Borders, frets about Shetland’s lack of trees. He has endless schemes for the archipelago’s ‘improvement’ (‘development’, we might say, now) but he cannot see the place clearly, blinded by what he perceives to be lacking. It fascinates me to see Scott document, so wryly, the same attitudes that can be so persistent today.


Luckily, Scott’s Shetland has a charismatic champion who is more than a match for Yellowley. ‘Trees, Sir Factor – talk not to me of trees!’ retorts the udaller, Magnus Troil. ‘We will have no trees but those that rise in our havens – the good trees that have yards for boughs, and standing-rigging for leaves.’


As for ‘remote’, we forget so readily that the meaning of the word is relative and subjective: it tells us more about our own needs and desires than it does about any particular geographical, political or cultural location. I have met so few folk in Shetland who feel that they live somewhere remote. Instead, imagine the atlas that you opened to a double spread of blue, with the archipelago, a fierce peerie tangle of cliffs and culture, in the very centre, encircled by the Scandinavian coast, Orkney and the north coast of Caithness at the bottom, and the North Atlantic nations of Faroe and Iceland above it; further north and east, the island of Jan Mayen; Svalbard: the broachable world radiating out from our nexus. We are so accustomed to hearing our islands described as ‘remote’, ‘inaccessible’ and ‘disconnected’. But in my experience, Shetland is a place that really knows its place in the wider world.


Until a couple of years ago, Shetland appeared on maps in a little rectangular pen, tucked in wherever it was convenient, presumably to save on blue ink. We roved around the North Sea like unmoored Laputa, the mythical island in Gulliver’s Travels. I’ve heard tales of folk boarding the North Boat in Aberdeen and expecting to make landfall on an archipelago apparently situated in the Beauly Firth. They would have been surprised by the twelve- or fourteen-hour voyage that followed. Listening to the radio one day, I gave a little cheer when I heard that the Scottish government had passed the Islands (Scotland) Act 2018, which states that Shetland must, by law, be shown on maps in its true position.


Historically, the isles have been globally connected by necessity and restlessness and curiosity and, above all, by the sea-skill of the Shetland men, which was prized by press gangs, whaling outfits and the merchant navy alike.1 Shetlanders live in worldliness because we are constantly tickled by the shared and sharing sea. We live in a busy maritime, industrial and cultural hub. (‘You Shetlanders are just addicted to festivals,’ my neighbour Lynn Goodlad’s Thessalonikan friend once told her.) We are connected to the rest of the world by tides and birds’ migration paths, by international visitors, both creaturely and human, by sea-roads plied by vessels of all sizes, by twice-daily tidal transfusions, by flotsam carried to us from Europe, Newfoundland, the Amazon, the Arctic, Siberia.


Remote? How can it be, when Home is a place of folk and creatures constantly coming and going? One May, a bearded seal visited Lerwick from the Arctic. My friend Gill, working at the Peerie Shop, a gift shop and café across the road, visited her on her lunch breaks, and named her Brenda. Hauled out on the pontoon in the small boat harbour, amongst sailboats flying French, Norwegian, Australian and American flags, Brenda seemed supremely unconcerned by the lack of snow and ice, and by the small crowds that gathered at the wall to admire her. Her whiskers were memorable: lush, thick and richly curled. Dapper, neat, silver, she snoozed, smiling her smug, seal smile. When the tide came in and the sea lapped further up the sloping pontoon, she slipped into the water and went hunting. Before the tide went out, she hauled up on the pontoon again, and made herself at home.
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‘Isn’t it awfully bleak?’ ‘The winters must be very hard!’ ‘But what do people do?’ I used to answer such questions about my home directly, defiantly, until I realised how little my answers told the questioner about what Shetland might be like. But perhaps they chart, like buoys and channel markers, areas of deep confusion: tracts of not-knowing, not-understanding, which are perpetuated by the ways in which Shetland is still depicted in fiction, on TV, and in the news. One night, a peeping Tom, I spied on the filming of the penultimate series of the popular crime drama Shetland, on the West Isle of Burra, just a couple of miles down the road from where I live. Shockingly powerful floodlights illuminated the set, like quote marks around an imaginary Shetland, confected by directors and producers. In that ‘Shetland’, the North Boat appeared to dock, folksily, at the Victoria Pier in the centre of town, instead of at the new, unromantic Holmsgarth terminal, which was built back in 2002, the year I first came to Shetland. In ‘Shetland’, a Folk Festival scene showed a few hardy punters in rustic knits bopping bravely in front of a makeshift stage in a field in Bressay: nothing like the long weekend of world-class live music, where local acts share multiple stages with international artists. It sells out months in advance every year, and has been described by the BBC (which also produced Shetland) as ‘one of the world’s most exotic events with a hard earned reputation as the festival where nobody sleeps.’ (Instead of a lover’s name, J. P. Cormier, the renowned Nova Scotian singer-songwriter, has the Folk Festival logo tattooed on the tender underside of his forearm.)


And if ‘Shetland’ was all you had to go on, you could be mistaken for thinking that, in the isles, folk speak a sort of watered-down Scots with a Gaelic inflection, whereas Gaelic has never been spoken here, and Shaetlan is as entangled with the old Norn language as it is with Scots.


They were filming under dazzling floodlights. The beam of blue light extended across the voe, the narrow fjord that flows between the West Isle of Burra and the East Isle, where I stood. I entered the long, deep stage of blueish light; the white skulls of sheep reared up from sleep. Across the waves, I heard the brief, fake police siren. The real storm, force eight or so, had the film crews fleeing to their bus between showers, blocking traffic on that busy single-track road. The real waves rolled like credits; I saw fabricated smoke; heard the wail of a fictional ambulance, which made my heart quicken. When a real ambulance or fire engine or police car crosses the bridge onto the isle where you live, you worry: here, everything and everyone is ‘close to home’. At home, the floodlights incidentally picked out the ruined façade of what is left of the Haa, the old Laird’s house. Across it, my tiny shadow scurried, like a perpetrator.


[image: ]


The tugboat has come out to escort us into the harbour; now, lit up like a Christmas tree, it peels away. We sail by the showy contemporary buildings along the waterfront. We pass the new Council building that folk call ‘The White House’. We pass, though it is too dark to see them, the red-and-blue Scandinavian offices of the North Ness business park. We pass, though we can’t see it, a pyramidal sculpture of old wooden herring barrels, whose round faces are branded with the poem ‘Rhythms’, about the herring-gutting girls, by the Shetland poet Laureen Johnson.


Knife point in


twist an rive


gills an gut


wan move.


Left haand


fish ta basket.


Nixt een.


Knife in


twist rive


gills gut


move


haand


basket.


Nixt een.


We pass Mareel, our cinema and live music venue; the Museum and Archives building, with its tower, in which are suspended four traditional Shetland sixareens. We pass the Malakoff shipyard: choppy, black water glittering up the slip. We approach the LHD net shed, where my neighbour Kenny works. Once, sitting in that long, cavernous hangar whose walls were lined with reels of rope, he showed Agnes and me how, one knot at a time, he tied sheet bends and double sheet bends, and the swathing net flowed from between his fast, clever fingers, according to a detailed plan. He showed us how he counted the knots; and even as the broad net needle darted in and out, as he tied and neatly cut the plastic rope, and the diamonds of net appeared, I could not see what his fingers had done.


In sight of spotless boatyards, the shoreside homes of the immense, pelagic fishing vessels, which have heroic names like Charisma, Gemini, Courageous, Arcturus, Defiant, Serene – the ferry begins its docking manoeuvres. On the deck, the winchmen work with the thick, sea-soaked ropes.


Once we have docked, I’m too wan to be happy that I’m home. They call us to our vehicles; I and my fellow passengers stumble carefully down two steep flights of stairs. We squeeze between the tightly packed cars, and wait to be waved up the steep, rattling ramp. I make the swooping curve around the now-empty upper car deck, wave to the marshals, cross the linkspan into the dark morning. It is seven-thirty a.m. The smell of the North Boat clings to my skin and clothes, and I still have the odd sensation that my body is lilting.









Ootadaeks


ŪTADEKS, adv. outside of the hilldyke, being at the side of the dyke farthest from the tūn.


A Glossary of the Shetland Dialect, JAMES STOUT ANGUS


ootadaeks (adv) outside the hill dykes. Used occasionally in a metaphorical sense to indicate place occupied by a human which was not his normal place of abode. Du can tell bi da face o’m at he’s bön lyin ootadaeks for a start noo.


The Shetland Dictionary, JOHN J. GRAHAM


I moved to the Isle of West Burra in a snowstorm. It was early March 2006, and I didn’t know I was about to fall in love. I crossed Lödi, a brief, high stretch of moorland, at a crawl, through a blinnd-moorie that had just blown up from the Atlantic. Back then, I had never heard the name ‘Lödi’, which doesn’t appear on the Ordnance Survey map. I had never walked across it in June, outnumbered by outraged, brooding birds. Houses had not yet begun to creep up onto the high ground to displace them. I had not seen the park the kye graze, white with daisies, in May. And I had not yet learnt that a blinnd-moorie is a snowstorm.


I first came to Shetland in my twenties, on a kind of pilgrimage. I wanted to write a poetry book that was like a road movie, and I was swept up in the prevailing fantasies that portray Shetland as Thule – the northernmost land imagined by Roman cartographers. Like so many, I succumbed to the romantic myth that depicts Shetland as remote and isolated: a place on the edge of the world.


When my book was published, I was invited to launch it at Wordplay, the Shetland Book Festival, and to stay on for three weeks, and then another two months, as its writer-in-residence. My new life quickly debunked those Edge-of-the-World myths – Shetland was too busy to feel remote, and had too strong a sense of its own identity to feel frontier-like. My fancy of living in a mythical land was rapidly eroded, by real places and real friendships. I wasn’t ready to leave. I was having fun. And I knew I couldn’t afford to move back again if I left. I felt safe, and free, and welcome. And the air smelt good. So I stayed.


OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/bm1.jpg
ICELAND

ICELAND

UNITED
KINGDOM

Qe

N FAROE [SLANDS

AY
°

&

¢

g
FourA o% SHETLAND
ISLANDS

FAIR ISLE

ORKNEY
[SLANDS

i
Bergm A
e

o,

Stra vanger:

NORWAY
/Vo
«(Aberdeen
P
A
-
0 300
KMS

0 124 MILES

HEMESH ALLES






OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/orn.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/pgix.jpg
A

0UT SKERRIES

Holmsgarth Ferry

SOBERLIF o
~ NOSS
o
<: ; S
ISLE OF TRONDRA-© z( ‘5; Q
ISLE OF FOULA HAMNAVOE g v
<

WEST BURRA fl\
2%

Y

BRESSA!

Banna Minn < Qa 1]
- UARFF
EASTB LA kel
Mg, -SANDWICK
~ Vmousa >
ST NINIANS
R LEVENWICK &~
R/
o
t gh % ;
e o & SumBURGH
‘ )
“’” A ROOST

0 10 20 MILES
—_— e,
0 32.1 kMS

t{}; FAIR 1SLE

HEMESH ALLES






OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
A Life
Made in
Shetland






OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/titlepage.jpg
JEN HADFIELD

STORM PEGS

A Life Made in Shetland

PICADOR





