The Turtles of Rhinn
“This is a fine mess you’ve got me into,” Pete shouted above the howl of the wind battering the Landrover. I didn’t feel like laughing. The vehicle twisted its way up the coast road, wipers struggling to clear the onslaught of rain. We were both straining forward, trying to see the road in the late evening gloom.  

“The last sign said Drummore 3 miles, we must be nearly on top of it,” I shouted, but my words were lost in the storm. Minutes later the headlights picked out some houses against the gathering darkness and we saw a wave lashed harbour and then, across from it, the welcoming sign of the Mariner’s Hotel. Tumbling into reception, dragging our diving kit and underwater cameras behind us, we shook the rain from our hair and the stiffness from our legs. The journey had taken five hours, but we were pre-booked and dinner was waiting for us whenever we were ready. Pete and I grinned at each other, anticipating the bar on company expenses. We were on assignment for Nature Television, filming leatherbacks.

Dinner was delicious, the two bottles of red relaxing, and now, ensconced in the bar before a driftwood fire, I sipped a Laphroig and relaxed. Pete, on the other hand, was still angry. 

“When he said turtles I thought Turkey at the least, the bloody Caribbean at best. Who’d of guessed leatherback turtles came to friggin’ Scotland for their summer hols." His voice carried across the bar.

I knew what he meant. When Turner, our boss, had handed us the assignment I’d thought I was basking on sun kissed beaches. Scotland has huge beaches, no denying it, but sun kissed? Give me a break; let’s just say we made sure the wet suits were packed. I had just bought us both another whisky apiece when the landlady, Muriel, made an appearance. 

 “This weather will stir up the fisher folk, d’you ken what I mean?” she asked the group of us gathered round the fire. “I’d think twice about going diving when they’re roused.” 

When I say landlady don’t be confused. Muriel wasn’t one of those blonde, blowsy, beyond forty women who run bars; far from it. She was an exotic creature, hair outlandishly styled like a tribal warrior, Celtic tattoos adorned her neck and shoulders to disappear, enticingly, below the neckline of her top. Where did they finish?  I would love to explore. Her eyes sparked blue in the light from the fire and her lithe shape made my body rouse in response. Pete nudged me, for her comments were obviously addressed to us. 


“I doubt we’ll be able to dive tomorrow anyway,” I smiled lazily at her, trying to gauge her interest in me. There was something lurking there, fire behind ice. “The forecast said we’ll have fog when the storm passes.” 


“It’s as well.” She gave me a measured look and then turned to one of the men standing at the bar. “Am I right, Johnny, they don’t want to upset the scalder hunters.”


“I’d no take them, Muriel, dinna’ worry yer’self, lassie.” Johnny, who was about six feet tall and at least fifty, was booked as our skipper for the dive. He nodded to us amiably enough. 

“The water will be full of sand from the bottom after a blow like this; you’d no see a thing anyways.” He turned back to his pint, Muriel left, and the bar fell silent. Only the fire, spitting out the salt which had soaked into the wood, made any comment.

I was high up on the cliffs by the Mull, watching the ocean for turtles, or to be precise I was watching the haar sitting on the ocean, for even from the top by the lighthouse the sea mist was impenetrable. Occasionally the fog horn would call out its lugubrious warning to the shipping which probed the North Channel, and at the sound a shiver ran down my back. Then I heard the singing, a lilting melody that floated up out of the grey. I know mist distorts sound and I couldn’t quite catch the words, but it was obvious from the tone and rhythm that this was a song about longing. It faded, came back at strength and then stopped. I was intrigued. Jogging back down the path I cut right where the cliff had crumbled away and a steep path, filled with scree, led to the beach. I slid more than walked down, the stones clattering around me, and just before I hit the sand I was engulfed by the clinging dampness of the fog. I stood still for a moment, trying to pick up the singing again and was rewarded by the sound of her voice, this time raised in a lively tune. Reasoning I would be safe as the tide was on the way out I stepped away from the cliff towards the sound and in less than ten paces was completely disorientated. I walked straight ahead, following the sound of her voice. 

I could just make her out. She was sitting on a broad, flat rock about twenty feet out from the safety of the shore and in profile I could see the sharp lines of her body, the jut of her breasts. She beckoned me to join her. It took me no time to strip off my clothes and wade into the sea, the chill of the water tightening my muscles as it lapped against my belly. I had to swim the last few feet, strong strokes to impress a woman, but I saw her smile as though amused at my efforts. Muriel’s tattoos, I discovered, stretched from her neck, down her shoulders and onto her back in an intricate swirl. There were leaping salmon, swirling weed, crabs, orca, porpoises and seals locked into the patterns, their shapes ever melding and changing as the Celtic knot work rolled over her skin. It finished in a curve just at the base of her spine. Fascinated I ran my finger down its length, feeling her arch against my hand. She turned to kiss me, then wrapped her arms round my neck and slowly fell backwards against the rock, pulling me down to her. The chill left me and blood flared under her caress. I do not know how many times we made love. At first it was gentle, the exploration of two souls, but then her body became more demanding. I do not know if it was me or the gulls who cried out. I do not know when I fell asleep, spent, on the rock. I do not know if I woke or if I dreamt I saw, beside me on the rock, the bulk of a leatherback, its head raised and its diamond blue eyes looking out over the waters of Luce Bay. I only know that the rising sea woke me and dazed I swam back, alone, to the shore. It took me a while to gather my wits and my clothes, longer to struggle into them, looking all the time out to sea. But I saw only the sea haar, lifting under the sun’s heat, and gannets, like white arrows, hunting the herring. 

“What’s eating you, you’ve like a cat on hot coals.” Pete’s voice broke into my thoughts. I smiled across at him, unwilling to share my experience. We were again in front of the driftwood fire. I had waited patiently for Muriel to show after dinner, hoping she wouldn’t regret our lovemaking, wanting the touch of her hand, the sound of her voice, but the bar filled and she never appeared. 

“Just tired.” I smiled, then caught sight of Johnny standing looking at me. I picked up Pete’s empty glass. “I’ll get us a last drink, ‘yours lager?” He nodded and I went to the bar. 

“Can I get you a drink, Johnny?” The big man was holding an empty pint pot. He cocked his head on one side, looking at me from eyes creased and narrowed by sun and sea. I waved at the barmaid who came over and picked up the glasses. 

“I’ll have another eighty shillings, thanks,” he finally said. 

 “Have you seen Muriel today?” I tried to sound casual but there was a sly look in his eyes and I got the impression he somehow knew. Had he been nearby, perhaps in a boat just off shore?

“I hear she’s away on holiday with her family,” he took his glass from the barmaid and raised it in my direction. Our eyes met knowingly across the rim. “Said something about spending the winter near Turkey I think.” 

He took a mouthful of the beer and smiled at the barmaid, who scooped up my cash. There was a soft smile on her lips and as she turned to put the money in the till I glimpsed the edge of a tattoo beneath the collar of her shirt.  

